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The purpose of this project is to explore how youth ministry at Sequim 
Community Church (hereafter, SCC) can counter systemic abandonment of adolescents 
by instituting a church-wide holistic praxis of adoption. Part One of this project defines 
the “youth” of youth ministry. It discusses the current youth culture and the psychosocial 
development of adolescents, and it provides a baseline for understanding the youth of 
Sequim, Washington. This is the context in which this project tries to define a ministry 
method that can be implemented cross-culturally and cross-generationally to counter 
what adolescents experience as abandonment. 
Part Two presents a theological exercise regarding how to counter systemic 
abandonment with the redemptive power of adoption, addressing the “ministry” of youth 
ministry. An ecclesiology of the local church as a family of families is explained. 
Churches have the ability to adopt young people into the church family with the hope of 
adoption into God’s eternal family. Adoption is associated with particular ministries and 
calls the Church to focus on the whole family. The hope of adoption when associated 
with the stages of discipleship outlines a new model for ministry that can guide SCC and 
other youth ministries into a more holistic praxis of ministry. 
A strategy for SCC is developed in Part Three. The youth ministry at SCC was 
critiqued using an evaluation tool specifically designed to see if, as a ministry, it is 
providing movement towards abandonment or adoption. Adaptive problems require 
everyone in leadership to participate in finding solutions together; therefore, a plan for 
creating holding environments of discussability concerning a new model of ministry is 
planned for SCC. Potential changes for SCC are offered with the knowledge that 
community input might shift the final outcome.  
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 When youth ministry veterans discuss the challenges facing the Church, they will 
often agree that the Church must change, but they feel powerless to make it happen.1 The 
landscape of Christianity in the United States is changing rapidly, and the Church is faced 
with a choice. It must either adapt to the aftermath of change, or it must be proactive, 
adjusting the course of ministry by positioning itself as part of something new that may 
even thrive in a changing future.2 With resources on the decline, loss of membership, and 
growing antagonism towards Christians who take the Bible seriously, the Church is 
dealing with complex changes.3 This is the ocean that youth leaders are trying to navigate 
in order to evaluate the theological, contextual, and discipleship currents of today’s youth 
ministry and make necessary course adjustments. 
 Adjusting the course of a community against a cultural current requires most, if 
not all, of those within that particular community to be in agreement. In their article, "The 
Work of Leadership," Ronald A. Heifetz and D. L. Laurie explain that the “work of 
leadership” primarily becomes “mobilizing people to do adaptive work.”4 The authors 
note that adaptive work is not used on technical problems. Technical problems can be 
                                                
1 Mark H. Senter, gen. ed., Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church: Inclusive 
Congregational, Preparatory, Missional, Strategic (Grand Rapids, MI: Youth Specialties, 2001), Kindle 
Electronic Edition: Location 4421. 
 
2 John S. Dickerson, The Great Evangelical Recession: 6 Factors That Will Crash the American 
Church and How to Prepare (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 14. 
 
3 Ibid., 22. 
 
4 Ronald A. Heifetz and D. L. Laurie, "The Work of Leadership," The Best of Harvard Business 
Review (1997): 6.  
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resolved; they can go away.5 In other words, with a technical problem, things will one-
day return to “normal,” going back as close to the way things were before the issue at 
hand. In contrast, adaptive challenges are often deep-rooted issues with no ready answers, 
and once change takes place, nothing will ever be the same.6 Heifetz and Laurie emhasize 
that adaptive work is different: “Adaptive work is required when our deeply held beliefs 
are challenged, when the values that made us successful become less relevant, and when 
legitimate yet competing perspectives emerge.”7 
 Adaptive work is required to address the challenges facing youth ministry today. 
With deep-rooted issues and no easy answers, youth ministry leaders have some difficult 
obstacles to identify and navigate. Some nautical language is used in this project for the 
purpose of explaining the vast, subtle, yet powerful tidal movements shifting just below 
the surface of today’s cultural influences, creating currents, crosscurrents, and eddies in 
areas of human development and social capital.8 The deep currents of psychosocial 
development and the wide crosscurrents of youth culture have pulled adolescents into a 
strong developmental eddy called “psychosocial moratorium.”9 This developmental eddy 
in which so many youth find themselves is a direct result of what Chap Clark refers to as 
“systemic rejection or abandonment” in his book, Hurt: Inside the World of Today's 
                                                
5 Ronald A. Heifetz, Leadership without Easy Answers (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1994), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 74. 
 




8 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community, 1st 
Touchstone ed. (New York: Touchstone, 2001), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 358. 
 
9 John Nelson, "Faith among Adolescents: Joining, Drifting, Searching, Owning," The Way, no. 90 
(1997): 70. 
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Teenagers. Clark explains that this abandonment began when “society in general moved 
from being a relatively stable and cohesive adult community intent on caring for the 
needs of the young to a free-for-all of independent and fragmented adults seeking their 
own survival.”10 The wide embrace of the Church and the deep embrace of youth 
ministry counter these forces of systemic abandonment, providing opportunities to 
surround youth with the adult support and encouragement to handle life and faith.  
A deeper understanding of the make-up of adolescents and the world in which 
they currently live is invaluable to understanding the youth of youth ministry. Like any 
cross-cultural experience, the more someone respects and understands the worldview, 
customs, languages, and values of a particular culture, the more likely that person can 
have a positive influence.11 Therefore, this project will explore the lengthening of 
adolescence and show how Western society has created cultural currents that pull young 
people into a process of individuation that takes longer than it did a generation before. 
Since youth feel that adults are not there for them when it comes to figuring out how to 
be adults themselves, they have responded by banding together to create a cultural 
backdrop that is in many ways a secret society; Clark calls this “the world beneath.”12 
The majority of adolescents are finding that integrating as productive members of society 
and taking on the mantle of adulthood is too difficult and therefore is set aside for easier, 
                                                
10 Chap Clark, Hurt: Inside the World of Today's Teenagers, Youth, Family, and Culture (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2004), Electronic Kindle Edtion: Location 300. 
 
11 George G. Hunter, III, The Celtic Way of Evangelism: How Christianity Can Reach the West—
Again, 10th anniversary rev. and expanded ed. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2010), Electronic Kindle 
Edition: Location 259. 
 
12 Clark, Hurt, 628. 
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self-satisfying pursuits. In this way, they get caught in the eddy of psychosocial 
moratorium. 
Sequim Community Church (hereafter, SCC) follows a Reformed Christian 
tradition. As such, this church has a responsibility to examine and evaluate ministry to be 
“reformed and always being reformed according to the Word of God.”13 There are many 
institutions and organizations trying to meet the needs of young people, but the Church 
has a unique standing as one of the few places that can holistically address the 
psychosocial development and spiritual formation of adolescents. The purpose of this 
project is to explore how youth ministry at SCC can counter systemic abandonment of 
adolescents by instituting a church-wide holistic praxis of adoption. 
The first part of this project explores the “inner psychological and wider 
sociological” realities of the youth of youth ministry.14 A study of the psychosocial 
development of adolescents, including the process of individuation and the importance of 
attachments, will provide insight into understanding adolescents and how they are caught 
in a powerful developmental current. Of the four generations represented in the Church of 
today, this youngest generation is facing unprecedented cultural change, competing 
influences, and diverse spirituality.15 The currents of abandonment are witnessed in the 
exploration of the world beneath. 
                                                
13 Michael Bush, "Calvin and the Reformanda Sayings," in Calvinus Sacrarum Literarum 
Interpres: Papers of the International Congress on Calvin Research, ed. Herman J. Selderhuis (Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2008), 286.  
 
14 Nelson, “Faith among Adolescents,” 60. 
 
15 Gary McIntosh, One Church, Four Generations: Understanding and Reaching All Ages in Your 
Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2002), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 2492-4059. 
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Part Two considers the ministry of youth ministry. It presents a theological 
exercise which focuses on how to counter the current of abandonment with the 
redemptive power of adoption. The local church is a family of families fostering love, 
faith, and hope. The wide embrace of the Church is extensive enough to embrace the 
wide currents of youth culture while the deep embrace of youth ministry is strong enough 
to embrace the deep currents of psychosocial development. A holistic praxis of adoption 
becomes the foundation for a youth ministry model that funnels youth into the family of 
families with the hope of adoption into God’s eternal family. 
An evaluation tool for youth ministry, measuring the movement towards either 
abandonment or adoption, is introduced in Part Three. The difficulty of evaluating the 
psychosocial development, spirituality, and faith development of the adolescents in youth 
ministry requires insight from multiple schools of thought, including psychology, 
sociology, and theology. Borrowing from across the sciences allows evaluation of 
theological, contextual, and discipleship currents and their movement towards 
abandonment or adoption. SCC is then assessed through the lenses of this evaluation tool. 
Leading change without proper insight into the mental models and frameworks of 
a church can be detrimental to either its members or the leader’s position. Once some 
course adjustment is determined to be necessary, leading adaptive change requires 
regulating the distress that comes with the sense of loss. Several adaptive challenges 



















THE DEEP CURRENTS OF PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
 The passage between childhood and adulthood has changed from a transitional 
moment to a separate, expanding life stage. Adolescence starts earlier and earlier, and 
adulthood starts later and later. This shifting stage of life now encompasses up to two full 
decades. This stage of life is marked by paradox. On one hand, children are growing up 
faster than ever, and on the other hand, they are staying “un-grownup” longer than ever. 
There are more choices than ever before, and yet those choices feel more constricting 
than ever. There are more identities to drift toward (geek, jock, skater, outsider, hipster, 
scenester, prep, nerd, emo, and a long list of others), and the pressure to not choose one 
of these options is also increasing.1 
Psychosocial development is the deep current that youth find themselves in as 
they try to navigate the turbulence of extended adolescence. This chapter starts with 
exploring the history of adolescence and how over the last century the process into 
adulthood has become more complicated. Next, the goal of adolescence is individuation, 
or what Susan Harter, in her book, The Construction of the Self, refers to as the discovery 
                                                
1 Michael S. Kimmel, Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men, 1st ed. (New York: 
Harper, 2008), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 432. 
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of “true self.”2 Individuation occurs when a person can answer some key questions: Who 
am I? Where do I belong? What am I doing here? Then the individuation process will 
correlate with attachment theory, connecting with childhood dependence, adolescent 
independence, and adult interdependence.  
 The questions of the individuation process are more problematic to answer for 
today’s adolescent. Harter explains that when different “significant others may hold 
divergent opinions of the self, it is difficult to develop a sense which of one’s multiple 
selves is one’s true self.”3 Healthy attachment is often lacking due to “attachment 
injuries,” making many people more codependent rather than interdependent as adults.4 
Instead of progressing into adulthood, some adults experience “regression with a 




 The root word for adolescence is the Latin word adulescens, “young man or 
woman,” from the verb adolescere, “to grow up, increase.”6 An adolescent is someone 
who is on his or her way to becoming an adult, and adulthood is sociologically defined as 
                                                
2 Susan Harter, The Construction of the Self: Developmental and Sociocultural Foundations, 2nd 
ed. (New York: Guilford Press, 2012). 
 
3 Ibid., 331.  
 
4 Ann W. Smith, "Patterns of Attachment: A New Language for Codependency." 
http://www.caron.org/patterns-of-attachment-a-new-language-for-codependency.html (accessed September 
1, 2013). 
 
5 Kimmel, Guyland, Location 882. 
 
6 D. A. Kidd and Joyce Littlejohn, Collins Latin Dictionary, 2nd ed. (Glasgow: HarperCollins, 
2007), s. v. “adulescens” and “adolescere.”  
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when a person achieves five classic demographic markers: education, marriage, 
parenthood, career, and residential independence.7 For the purpose of this project, the 
terms youth and adolescent will be used interchangeably to refer to the young people in 
this life stage. 
 Developmental shifts are registered both in physiology and psychosocial areas, 
making the developmental aspect of adolescence a psychosocial phenomenon.8 A study 
of history shows that becoming an adult looks different for each culture and time period.9 
From the time of Aristotle in the fourth century BC, human development has been 
discussed in terms of “stages,” and puberty has been considered the physical sign of 
transitioning from the stage of a child to that of an adult. The word puberty comes from 
the Latin pubertas, which means “adulthood.”10 Puberty, however, is a poor indicator of 
entering adulthood since it does not coincide with the age of accountability (the age when 
a young person is held responsible for decisions and actions) and the responsibilities 
given to an adult, like marriage and employment.11 In addition, studies show that over 
                                                
7 Kimmel, Guyland, Location 671. 
 
8 Chap Clark, "The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human 
Development," in Starting Right: Thinking Theologically About Youth Ministry, ed. Kenda Creasy Dean, 
Chap Clark, and Dave Rahn (Grand Rapids, MI: Youth Specialties/Zondervan Pub. House, 2001), 46.  
 
9 John W. Santrock, Adolescence, 12th ed. (Boston: McGraw-Hill Higher Education, 2008), 13. 
 
10 Kidd and Littlejohn, Collins Latin Dictionary, s .v. "pubertas."  
 
11 David F. White, "Empowering the Vocation of Youth as Youth: A Theological Vision for Youth 
Ministry," Journal of Youth Ministry 2, no. 2 (2004): 13-29. 
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time, the onset of puberty physically has changed from late teens to preteen, with most 
starting this process around ages eleven or twelve.12  
 While the age of puberty has shifted down, the age of social adulthood has gone 
in the opposite direction and moved into the mid to late twenties. In regard to the 
responsibilities that come with marriage, the average American now believes that the 
ideal age for women to get married is twenty-five and the ideal age for men is twenty-
seven.13 Similar realities are seen with young people putting off as long as possible the 
mantle of career employment. In an agrarian society, young people worked at young ages 
because it was a necessity for survival; but with the Industrial Revolution, school was 
made mandatory until the late teens, and labor laws put restrictions on teen workers.14 
Steady employment and the responsibilities of marriage and family are now usually 
unheeded until later in life. 
 Today’s young people are the most highly educated group of young adults in 
history. And yet the promise of meaningful work is leaving many young people 
disenfranchised.15 Jobs and careers offer opportunities for people to inhabit new roles. 
Urie Bronfenbrenner, in his book, The Ecology of Human Development, writes, “Roles 
have a magic like power to alter how a person is treated, how she acts, what she does, and 
                                                
12 Rose E. Frisch, Female Fertility and the Body Fat Connection, Women in Culture and Society 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 29-30. See also Grace Wyshak, "Evidence for Secular Trend 
in Age of Menarche," New England Journal of Medicine, (1982): 1033-35. 
 
13 Jeffrey M. Jones, "The Ideal Age for Marriage," The Gallup Organization, http://www.gallup. 
com/poll/23404/ideal-age-marriage-women-men.aspx (accessed May 14 2011). 
 
14 William R. Myers, "The Church's Response to the Cultural Invention of Adolescence: Raising 
Questions for Youth Ministry toward the 1990s," Brethren Life and Thought 37, no. 1 (1992). 
 
15 Bob Herbert, "The Young and the Jobless," The New York Times (2005), http://www.nytimes. 
com/2005/05/12/opinion/12herbert.html?_r=0 (accessed September 20, 2013). 
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thereby even what she thinks and feels.”16 Meaningful work has an opportunity to help in 
the individuation process, and yet less than one third of eighteen- to twenty-four-year-
olds are able to be financially independent even if they are employed. The other two 
thirds of this age group live with parents or relatives.17 The identity quest is regularly 
disrupted when ecological transitions are stalled because new roles are not tried.18  
 The process of becoming an adult has been studied and commented on throughout 
history. Aristotle describes three stages of human development: “(I) Infancy—the first 
seven years of life; (2) boyhood—age seven to puberty; and (3) young manhood—
puberty to age twenty-one.”19 The second stage is described as the time of life when 
young people develop the ability to make choices. Choosing is considered a sign of 
maturity. The ability to reason signified growth and maturity, therefore indicating when 
one can be held accountable for his or her decisions. 
 The abilities to choose and reason are evidence that there is a cognitive stage that 
a child must pass through in order to make the transition from childhood to adulthood. 
Children will not be able to become adults until their brains develop to a point that allows 
them to process information differently. Studies about the adolescent brain have revealed 
that it is at this stage of development that the reasoning skills needed for taking on 
                                                
16 Urie Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and Design 
(Cambridge, MA and London, England: Harvard University Press, 1979), Electronic Kindle Edition: 
Location 172. 
 
17 Sara Collins, "Congressional Testimony—Widening Gaps in Health Insurance Coverage in the 
United States: The Need for Universal Coverage," (2007), http://www.commonwealthfund.org/ 
Publications/Testimonies/2007/Nov/Congressional-Testimony--Widening-Gaps-in-Health-Insurance-
Coverage-in-the-United-States--The-Need-f.aspx (accessed September 20, 2013). 
 
18 Bronfenbrenner, The Ecology of Human Development, Location 169-71. 
 
19 Santrock, Adolescence, 5. 
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identity tasks are occurring at the individual-psychological level.20 When individuals are 
able to think differently about the information they have, they experience “qualitive” 
growth as opposed to mere “quantitative” growth.21 Children collect information over 
time, increasing the quantity of knowledge. They grasp the information and store it. Until 
they can change the way they think about that information, processing knowledge in a 
new way, it will not affect the quality of information that moves a child through 
adolescence, developing maturity on the way to adulthood. 
Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget developed a leading theory of cognitive 
development, which is described in four stages. The first two stages are called 
Sensorimotor and Preoperational, which span birth to seven years of age. The Concrete 
Stage (seven to eleven years) describes children who are still limited to literal thinking 
and are not capable of abstract thought. They have a quantitative approach to 
information. When young people enter the Formal Operational Stage (twelve to fifteen 
years), they begin to acquire skills of critical thinking and abstract thought which 
signifies qualitative growth. Piaget explains that the transitioning from Concrete thinking 
to Formal thinking is a sign of the end of childhood.22 As children develop the ability to 
think critically, they are able to problem-solve in a manner necessary for accepting the 
responsibilities of adulthood, and the stage of adolescence then becomes the learning 
environment for this process. 
                                                
20 L. P. Spear, "The Adolescent Brain and Age-Related Behavioral Manifestations," Neuroscience 
and Biobehavioral Reviews 24, no. 4 (2000): 417-63.  
 
21 Ronald T. Habermas and Klaus Dieter Issler, Teaching for Reconciliation: Foundations and 
Practice of Christian Educational Ministry, 1st ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1997), 81. 
 
22 Jean Piaget and Bèarbel Inhelder, The Psychology of the Child (New York: Basic Books, 2000), 
131. 
 13 
The sociological markers of adulthood do not all occur within a few years. Now 
they are scattered across a two-decade expanse. Adulthood is no longer about a checklist, 
but more of an attitude. Whereas sociology has historically defined adulthood, 
psychology now plays more of a prominent role. A situational maturity based on when 
young people “feel” like adults is more of a marker for adulthood from the perspective of 
the adolescent. Jeffrey Arnett, author of "Conceptions of the Transition to Adulthood 
among Emerging Adults in American Ethnic Groups," discusses a survey in which the 
question was asked, “Do you feel that you have reached adulthood?” The common 
response was “in some respects yes, in some respects no.”23  
Developmentally, when children reach the Formal Operational stage, they have 
the ability to choose, to reason, to process old information in new ways, and to become 
wise. All these elements are necessary to succeed in marriage, employment, and life. The 
problem children face when moving into this stage of development is that they are 
capable but not empowered to be adults. They are able to be wise but have no wisdom. 
They have been set on the path to adulthood without adult guidance. It appears to take a 
longer period of time to transition into adulthood than in years past, leaving many young 
people in a state of arrested development. 
The psychosocial phenomenon of adolescence is extending because it is unstable. 
The institutions that support adolescence are not simplifying the process of becoming an 
adult. Instead of finding a balance where biology, sociology, and psychology are in sync, 
creating appropriate rites of passage into adulthood, young people are feeling like they 
                                                
23 Jeffrey J. Arnett, "Conceptions of the Transition to Adulthood among Emerging Adults in 
American Ethnic Groups," New directions for child and adolescent development, no. 100 (2003), 
http://www.jeffreyarnett.com/articles/Arnett_2003_NewDir.pdf (accessed September 20, 2013). 
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have been left to stumble into adulthood on their own. Cassandra Delaney makes this 
conclusion in her article, "Rites of Passage in Adolescence": 
The forms of adolescent rites of passage vary greatly; however, the need for 
separation, involvement of an elder, transition, and a recognized change in status 
is clear. These elements are found ubiquitously in the behavior of humans at this 
stage of life. If our society does not adequately provide for these needs in a 
formalized structure, young people will seek to create their own rites. These 
attempts may be at least partially successful, but often are disastrous.24  
 
Instead of being empowered to become adults, many youth are discovering that the 
process of adolescence is not fully supported by society, creating instability. As 
instability increases, the timing and length of adolescence increases. 
 The parameters of adolescence are challenging. Historically, adolescence has only 
been recognized in Western societies since the early 1900s, when Stanley Hall officially 
observed it as a stage of life.25 Before that there were two stages to the lifespan of a 
person: childhood and adulthood, with some kind of rite of passage signifying the 
change. As children moved into their teen years, they were treated as young adults rather 
than older children. Granted, they were young adults that required guidance and training, 
but they were still expected to carry adult responsibilities. A shift happened when a 
romantic view of childhood developed out of the deconstruction of preindustrial society. 
Childhood, rather than a condition to be passed through as quickly as possible, was 
considered a stage of life to be prolonged, enjoyed, and protected.26 Adolescence is fairly 
                                                
24 Cassandra H. Delaney, "Rites of Passage in Adolescence," Adolescence 30, no. 120 (1995), 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8588524 (accessed June 14, 2012). 
 
25 G. Stanley Hall, Adolescence (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1904). 
 
26 Steven Mintz, Huck's Raft: A History of American Childhood (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2004), 76.  
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young as a recognized life stage. Agreement by the sciences over the reality of 
adolescence as a legitimate stage of life did not solidify until the 1960s.  
Adolescence was seen as a phase of “not quite child, not yet adult,” and it was 
generally seen as being only a three- or four-year experience.27 High school became 
mandatory in the 1930s, and graduation at around ages eighteen or nineteen became the 
natural rite of passage into adulthood. Two stages of adolescence were defined. Early 
adolescence was represented by the school system as middle high school and late 
adolescence as high school. After high school in the 1950s and 1960s, young people were 
considered adults; they got married and found their places in the economic landscape of 
society. As schooling was extended, with college attendance becoming the norm for 
almost a third of Americans,28 child-rearing became more intentional29 and the age of 
dependency was prolonged.  
It is difficult to determine when adolescence ends. Current society does not 
encourage young people to embrace adulthood. In fact, adults today actually spend a lot 
of time, money, and energy trying to live like adolescents.30 The culture of today does not 
                                                
27 Hans Seabold, Adolescence: A Sociological/ Psychological Analysis, 4th ed. (New York: 
Prentice-Hall, 1992), 90.  
 
28 Nicole Stoops, "Educational Attainment in the United States: 2003," no. June (2004), 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2004pubs/p20-550.pdf (accessed May 14, 2012). 
 
29 Peter Coveney, The Image of Childhood: The Individual and Society: A Study of the Theme in 
English Literature, Rev. ed., Peregrine Books, Y62 (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1967), 129. 
 
30 Clark, The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human Development, 47. 
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see this as a negative reality but instead positively spins adolescence, not as a life stage 
but rather a lifestyle that is available to adults and youth.31  
Consequently, the youth of youth ministry are trying to navigate the route to 
adulthood, but the distance keeps being extended. Presently, adolescence has three 
distinct phases: early, mid, and late adolescence. Early adolescence (eleven- to fourteen-
year-olds) is defined by the physical changes of puberty, the social structure of middle 
school, and the psychological development of concrete thinking. Mid adolescence 
(fourteen- to nineteen-year-olds) is represented by the social environment of high school 
and cognitively by abstract thinking. Late adolescence or “adultolescence”32 (nineteen- to 
twenty-seven-year-olds) is represented by “post high school and college graduates”; 
Arnett writes that “it is very difficult to define with a tangible end, as it seems to vary 
from individual to individual.”33 This time period is termed “the odyssey years” by David 
Brooks, “emerging adulthood” by Jeffrey Arnett, “youthhood” by James Cote, and 
“thresholders” by Terri Apter.34 Since the term adolescent literally means “young man or 
woman,” late adolescence is used in this project. It is taking longer for youth to discover 
their true selves and their unique identities, to becoming their own persons, as they shift 
into the adult role. This is a direct result of the confusion in the individuation process. 
                                                
31 Andrew Root and Kenda Creasy Dean, The Theological Turn in Youth Ministry (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2011), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 815. 
 
32 Urban Dictionary, s. v. “adultolescent,” http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term= 
adultolescent (accessed Novermber 26, 2013). 
 
33 Jeffrey J. Arnett, "Oh, Grow Up!: Generational Grumbling and the New Life Stage of Emerging 
Adulthood—Commentary on Trzesniewski & Donnellan (2010)," Perspectives on Psychological Science 5, 
no. 89 (2010).  
 
34 James E. Côté, Arrested Adulthood: The Changing Nature of Maturity and Identity (New York: 
New York University Press, 2000), 4; Terri E. Apter, The Myth of Maturity: What Teenagers Need from 
Parents to Become Adults, 1st ed. (New York: W.W. Norton, 2002). 
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Individuation 
 The goal of adolescence is individuation, shifting from the role of a child to that 
of an adult, allowing people to become comfortable with who they are as individuals. 
Margaret Mahler contends that at approximately two and a half years of age, there is a 
separation-individuation process that an infant goes through in order to shift from the role 
of infant to the role of toddler.35 An infant does not separate from the mother or primary 
caretaker but from the role of infant. Peter Blos applied the theory to adolescence, 
describing a second separation-individuation.36 Again, this is not a separation from 
family to peers, but it is a separation from the role of a child to the role of an adolescent. 
A third stage of separation-individuation is introduced by Clark to mark what he terms 
the “egocentric abstraction of adolescence,” a separation from the role of adolescence to 
the role of adult.37 
 The quest to define oneself is at the core of adolescent development. Adolescence 
has been described as a period of trying on identities, styles, personalities, behaviors, and 
activities and pursuing spiritual matters.38 Richard M. Lerner and his colleagues, in their 
article titled "On Making Humans Human," write, “Spirituality may foster an integrated 
moral and civic identity within a young person and lead the individual along a path to 
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becoming an adult contributing integratively to self, family, community, and civil 
society.”39 As the Church embraces the youth of youth ministry, they are able to discover 
a healthy, positive sense of self, answering the questions of “Who am I?” “Where do I 
belong?” and “What am I doing here?”40 
 
Identity Discovery: Who Am I? 
 Erik Erikson, well known for his life-cycle theory, is one of the most influential 
writers on identity.41 Identity is a task that is distinctive, but not exclusive, to 
adolescence. Erikson conceptualized development as a series of stages, each representing 
an “identity crisis” created by the individual’s level of development and the socialization 
demands faced.42 Janice L. Templeton and Jacquelynne S. Eccles, in their chapter, “The 
Relation between Spiritual Development and Identity Processes,” explain, “Optimal 
growth depends on the successful resolution of each of these crises.”43 Erikson 
formulated eight stages that are marked by crises created when an individual’s 
developmental stage is no longer able to meet the demands of the social context.44 
Identity maturity will continue in later stages of development, but future growth will be a 
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smoother process in adulthood if the identity crisis is dealt with in a healthy way during 
adolescence.45 Identity versus Confusion is the fifth stage of Erikson’s model.  
As adolescents develop the cognitive ability to think of infinite hypothetical 
possibilities, society requires that they learn to fill specific adult roles. These two 
changes are synchronized in an adolescent’s psychosocial task of achieving a 
sense of identity and working out what he or she should do with their lives. 
Achieving a favorable balance of identity over identity confusion leads to the 
strength of fidelity—a sense of commitment to a self-chosen value system and the 
capacity to maintain loyalties freely made in spite of the unavoidable 
contradictions of value systems.46 
 
 If identity is achieved through resolution of crisis, and adolescence is the age of 
identity crisis, it might explain why adolescence is associated with increased risk 
behaviors. Ralph J. DiClemente, Richard A. Crosby, and John S. Santelli, in their book, 
Adolescent Health, write, “Development of identity often occurs only after a period of 
exploration, of trial and error in social roles and social behaviors . . . [and] adolescence is 
marked by increasing involvement in health risk behaviors . . . between the ages of 
twelve and twenty-five.”47 In taking the risks that create crisis, adolescents create an 
arena for development. The decline of risky behavior may be an indicator of increased 
confidence due to one’s understanding of self, and consequently may explain why 
adolescence and risky behavior is expanding into the late twenties since healthy 
resolution of identity is not accomplished until later in life. Adolescents might put 
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themselves at risk, facing crises as opportunities to differentiate from others.48 
Unfortunately, as Joseph Adelson states in his Handbook of Adolescent Psychology, this 
means that “identity formation does not happen neatly.”49 
 James Marcia describes identity as “an internal, self-constructed, dynamic 
organization of drives, abilities, beliefs, and individual history. The better developed this 
structure is, the more aware individuals appear to be of their own uniqueness and 
similarity to others. The less developed, the more confused [the individual is].”50 Identity 
formation is usually based on externals. When asked to talk about oneself, usually people 
talk about what they do, what they control, or what others say about them. These 
externals voices may help shape identity, but they do not actually define a person. 
Identity is a process of discovery, not just development. It is true that the youth of youth 
ministry may not understand certain aspects of identity until developmental stages are 
reached, but their identity is grounded in who they are despite their understanding. The 
answers are already there; they just need to be discovered. Who they are is set, but 
knowing who they are develops through exerting autonomy.  
 
Autonomy: Where Do I Belong? 
 The heart of individuation is the interplay of identity with autonomy. Establishing 
autonomy helps discover identity in association with changing roles. One would assert, “I 
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am no longer a child.” Unfortunately, many associate autonomy with separation from the 
family in order to connect with peers. Adolescents do not stop being part of their families 
as they exert autonomy; rather they begin to feel a need to belong to groups outside of the 
family. In their entry on drug and alcohol abuse in the Encyclopedia of Religious and 
Spiritual Development, Ronnie Frankel Blakeney and Charles David Blakeney explain, 
“A group where an adolescent feels he or she belongs is critical for developing an 
independent identity, . . . new ways of social participation, cooperation, collaboration, 
and taking responsibility.”51 Adolescents want to belong to their families without feeling 
they are confined by family boundaries. They want to feel wanted and known for who 
they are, able to be their true selves around their peers, even though they personally may 
not know their true selves yet. Autonomy is developing the power (internal confidence) 
within to make healthy decisions and to take on responsibility out of a sense of knowing 
who they are apart from who others expect them to be. 
 Youth ministry has an important role in creating a place of belonging, where 
adolescents can connect with peers and create infrastructure for their identity outside of 
their families. When adults are willing to make themselves available, being emotionally 
open, the youth of youth ministry are able to feel accepted even when they are not able to 
be comfortable with who they are yet. A successful youth ministry supporting adolescent 
autonomy will welcome young people as family members apart from their biological 
families, it will encourage questions and discussions about religion and spirituality, it will 
provide adults and peers who affirm asking tough questions, and it will make it safe to 
                                                
51 Blakeney and Blakeney, "Drug and Alchohol Abuse," 130.  
 22 
not have all the answers.52 This is when youth ministry functions at its best, helping to 
bring meaning into the lives of youth. 
 
Meaning-Making: What Am I Doing Here? 
 The discovery of self cannot be put into a nice formula. Taking into account the 
whole person, including “nature” and “nurture,” impacts meaning making. The physical, 
both visible and unseen, includes how a person looks but also his or her genetics. The 
family background, environments of neighborhoods and schools, and peer encounters all 
have an effect on discovery of self. An adolescent will associate with both personal and 
communal forms of identity, answering the questions, “Who am I?” and “Who am I as 
part of us?”53 The local church and youth ministry help offer answers to adolescence as 
unique individuals but also as a larger community. Christian spirituality offers a context 
for the youth of youth ministry to exercise independence, to search for belonging, and to 
find meaning in life. 
 Spirituality plays such an important role in identity formation because it answers 
the question of who a person is, despite the confusion of identity crises. Romans 8:14-17 
states, “For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God . . . you have received 
the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’ The Spirit himself bears 
witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of 
God and fellow heirs with Christ.” The stability offered to adolescents as being children 
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of God and part of the family of God is essential to navigating the turbulence of 
individuation.  
 Theologically speaking, the confusion of individuation can be traced to idolatry, a 
condition of the heart and ultimately trust. The primary relationship of a person with God 
is the ultimate foundation for understanding one’s true self. Soren Kierkegaard refers to 
the first of the Ten Commandments, “Have no other gods before me,” as the starting 
point to understanding that a person is turning to something other than God for meaning, 
committing idolatry.54 In his book, The Reason for God, Timothy Keller writes, “Sin is 
not just doing bad things, but the making of good things into ultimate things. It is seeking 
to establish a sense of self by making something else more central to your significance, 
purpose, and happiness than your relationship with God.”55 A relationship with God is 
therefore essential to meaning making. Kierkegaard writes, “Faith is: that the self in 
being itself and wanting to be itself is grounded transparently in God.”56  
 As roles shift across the lifespan, from infant to child, from child to adolescent, 
and from adolescent to adult, one can rest assured that he or she is part of God’s family. 
The Apostle Paul states that identity as a child of God was established before the world 
was ever made: 
Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in 
Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, even as he chose us in 
him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless 
before him. In love he predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, 
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according to the purpose of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which 
he has blessed us in the Beloved.” (Eph 1:3-6)  
 
When adolescents are able to identify with being children of God, they begin to 
internalize that truth as part of their self-definition. John Nelson, in his article, “Faith 
among Adolescents: Joining, Drifting, Searching, Owning,” writes, “Adolescents will 
cluster together according to what they have been internalizing: for example, those who 
are bookish, those involved in sports or athletics, those who experiment with abusive 
substances, etc.”57 Youth ministry will need to be “an expanding web of relationships” as 
adolescents connect with other members of God’s family, and in so doing they will begin 
integrating beliefs, values, and behavior that could lead to a healthier sense of self.58 One 
of the biggest benefits to identity discovery is when adolescents are able to form a 
healthy attachment to God. 
 
Attachment 
 Physical, emotional, and spiritual connections formulate what could be called 
attachment. Attachments are emotional bonds that provide the foundation for the 
development of trust and intimacy in human relationships.59 Attachment is perceived 
from the perspective of the child to the primary caregivers, which means the bonds of 
attachment can also affect one’s capacity to have a trusting and intimate relationship with 
God.  
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 There is a structural and a functional similarity between a believer-God 
relationship and that found between child-parent attachments. John Bowlby, author of 
Attachment and Loss, proposes a behavioral attachment connection to explain the 
affection bond that develops between offspring and their caregivers.60 From a spiritual 
formation perspective, the believer’s personal relationship with God can be understood as 
“the search for connectedness.”61 The connection developed between an individual and 
his or her primary caregiver can influence and often times reflect the connection between 
that person and God. 
 An attachment relationship must meet three criteria: proximity maintenance, safe 
haven, and secure base.62 Pehr Granqvist and Jane R. Dickie, in their chapter, 
“Attachment and Spiritual Development in Childhood and Adolescence,” contend, 
“Attachment transfer occurs sequentially, beginning with the proximity maintenance 
function in early childhood, followed by the safe haven function in mid adolescence, and 
finally the secure base function in early adulthood, being primarily directed toward 
reciprocal relationship partners rather than the parents.”63 The security that is perceived at 
each stage will directly influence the security one may experience as he or she matures in 
Christian spirituality. 
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Childhood Dependence 
 Proximity maintenance, associated with child attachment, is marked by 
dependence. It is connected with primary caregivers and is maternal in nature. Proximity 
maintenance represents the desire to be near the people one is attached to and is 
developed early in the lifespan.64 Maternal signifies feminine in style, but this is not 
limited only to female relationships. Maternal expression is a style that is experienced as 
warm, safe, and nurturing of the familial environment.65 The Apostle Paul uses maternal 
language to describe how he encountered the people in Thessalonica: “But we were 
gentle among you, like a nursing mother taking care of her own children” (1 Thes 2:7). 
 Bonding starts at the very beginning, taking place in utero between a mother and 
child.66 Research in child development reveals that without successful bonding during the 
first two years of childhood, an individual will have a very difficult time with subsequent 
relationships, finding it difficult to develop healthy connections with people even into 
adulthood. In his entry on “attachment formation” in the Encyclopedia of Religious and 
Spiritual Development, John T. Chirban writes, 
To nurture healthy attachment, children must feel that the world is a positive place 
and that they have value and importance in the world. Parents must successfully 
form a deep connection with the child and convey their presence. They must 
demonstrate through their actions (1) their attention to the child’s significance and 
value, (2) their recognition of the child’s needs and wants, and (3) their love and 
its unconditional quality. 67 
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The parent-child relationship may be a key to understanding how children experience 
God. Whether children are part of a religious community or not, they still have concepts 
and images of who they think God is, and these concepts are very similar to how children 
view their relationships with their parents.68 Children view God as “loving, powerful, 
caring, nurturing, punishing, close, or distant.”69 Unhealthy or healthy connectedness 
between parents and their offspring will be associated with how young people will 
connect with God. 
 
Adolescent Independence 
 Safe haven, associated with adolescent attachment, is marked by independence. 
Attachment components during adolescence are gradually transferred from parent to 
peers, often making this a period of “attachment turbulence.”70 Physical development and 
community involvement create a physical distance between primary caregivers and the 
adolescent, but safe haven implies that it is still an option to return to the attachment 
figure for comfort and safety in the face of fear or threat. Adolescent attachment is 
paternal in nature and is experienced as trust, faithfulness, and closeness. Paul refers to 
paternal expressions as encouraging, comforting, and urging (1 Thes 2:11-12). 
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 Adolescence has long been viewed as a time of multi-dimensional change, 
including the areas of religious and spiritual formation.71 Pehr Granqvist and Jane R. 
Dickie, in their chapter, "Attachment and Spiritual Development in Childhood and 
Adolescence," assert, “One important reason why adolescence is a religious transitional 
period may be because attachment transfer is co-occurring. That is to say, attachment 
components may not only be transferred to peers, but also, in some cases, to God, and 
away from God.”72 The search for God could be very attractive to adolescents who have 
insecurity in their primary attachments, allowing God to meet needs that were otherwise 
lacking during childhood.73 However, secure attachments would lead to a more healthy 
connection with God, and adolescents who have security in their attachments are more 
likely to identify themselves with their parents’ religiosity despite the fact that they are 
exerting independence and are in the middle of experiencing attachment transfer.74 
 Since youth ministry is centered on helping adolescents connect with God, it 
would be prudent for youth ministries to understand the importance of attachment theory. 
Since adolescents are in the process of individuation and developing independent 
connections with peers and other adults who are not part of their families, the local 
church has potential to provide a place of safe haven. The security adult youth workers 
provide for adolescents becomes a support for parents who want to give their youth 
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 Secure base is associated with early adulthood attachment and is marked by 
interdependence. The attachment figure, instead of being a parent or primary caregiver, 
becomes a spouse or significant other. This new attachment acts as a base of security 
from which the young adult can interact with the surrounding environment. Healthy 
interdependence is the result of healthy attachment at each stage and phase of life, and is 
expressed by mature adults who are capable of engaging in caring and supportive 
relationships.75 The secure base becomes a foundation for a secure adult to now develop 
securely attached children. 
 As early adults enter into the role of being primary caregivers themselves, they 
are able to now experience their relationship with God in a completely new way. As 
parents look upon their own children, they can now see how God views them as children 
of God. When Jesus teaches people to relate to God as a father in Matthew 6, he is setting 
the stage for interdependence that is fully expressed in a healthy secure relationship. 
Granqvist and Dickie explain, “Correlates of religiosity suggest that possessing an image 
of and relating to God as a sensitive secure base are associated with positive outcomes, 
over and above the effects of virtually every conceivable covariate.”76 Those who 
experience weak attachment in childhood and adolescence will find it difficult to relate to 
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God as a father, and if they do, it would be a relationship most likely experienced as 
insecure rather than interdependent. 
 Apart from proximity maintenance, safe haven, and secure base, Bowlby includes 
a fourth criterion for attachment relationships. This fourth criterion is that the attachment 
figure should be “usually conceived as stronger and/ or wiser” during times of stress.77 
Since God is described as omnipotent and omniscient, God easily satisfies the last 
criterion. God as Father in heaven (Mt 23:9) is both stronger and wiser than his children. 
When someone, including God, is viewed as stronger and wiser, it is easier for youth to 
naturally put faith in that strong and wise person. This is what youth need for navigating 
today’s powerful current of development.  
 
Caught in the Current of Development 
 The youth of youth ministry discover their identities when they are able to answer 
the question, “Who am I?” Adolescence is often described as a time of confusion that 
comes from young people’s inability to clearly and concretely define who they are. They 
are on a path of self-discovery and each experience of life shapes their commitment to 
certain ideas, institutions, and persons.78 Identity is the main element of psychosocial 
development for an adolescent, and identity is formed while young people face and 
master the inner conflict of identity confusion. This crisis (not in the sense of a 
catastrophe but as an obstacle to overcome) propels a young person toward adulthood.79 
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 With adolescence being extended and the difficulty of finding a measurable 
ending, it is not surprising that identity crises continue into the late twenties and early 
thirties. Rather than the frustration of the crisis propelling an adolescent forward into 
adulthood, young people are experiencing the instability that comes from the lack of a 
secure base attachment. It is more appealing to regress than to make the jump into 
adulthood. Instead of moving from independence to interdependence, adolescents are 
defaulting back to being dependents. Instead of empowering those in late adolescence to 
jump into the less comfortable role of adulthood, adolescence becomes the lifestyle of 
preference. In 1959, when adolescence was first recognized as a life stage, Edgar Zodiag 
Friedenberg, in his book, The Vanishing Adolescent, observed, “Few youngsters actually 
dare to go through with adolescence; most are content to undergo puberty and simulate 
maturity.”80 Growing up in today’s world is done reluctantly instead of enthusiastically.  
 Some scholars disagree on how adolescence has developed and the three stages 
that it now represents. Psychologist Robert Epstein calls it “the artificial extension of 
childhood or infantilization.”81 Those who agree with Epstein are trying to promote a 
change back to a societal system that allows adulthood to be passed on at earlier ages. 
This would involve changing the environment that promotes modern-day adolescence, 
especially the education system, but such change will not come easily.  
 Youth ministry can be a part of the catalyst for changing society’s view of 
adolescence; however, adolescence as it is presently understood will not be dramatically 
altered any time soon since it is a reflection of society. As society is able to comprehend 
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the importance of rites of passage, converging biological, sociological, and psychological 
markers of maturity, the Church can be at the frontline of promoting healthy emergence 
into adulthood. Youth ministry should be an essential part of the individuation process, 
helping to answer the questions of identity and guiding adolescents towards a healthy 
attachment to God.  
 The youth of youth ministry are caught in the current of psychosocial 
development that is intensified by the deep undercurrent of youth culture. Development 
has been the focus of this first chapter, which has explored the unique life stage of 
adolescence from an internal perspective. The external environment of culture and its 











THE WIDE CURRENTS OF YOUTH CULTURE 
 
 Youth participate in a unique subculture within the larger context of society. Don 
Richter, in his chapter titled "Growing up Postmodern: Theological Uses of Culture," 
writes, “The term culture refers broadly to the way of life of a society—the shared 
learned behavior (thinking, feeling, and acting) and its products (art, laws, customs, etc.) 
that distinguishes one community of people from another.”1 There is no such thing as a 
cultureless person. To be human is to live within a particular culture.2 People live in 
layers of social environments, making it possible to have a culture within a culture, 
known as a subculture. Many adolescent youth in America are part of a subculture that 
shares a common worldview, which influences their behavior and is represented in their 
music and other expressions of art. 
 Adults are regularly confused by adolescent behavior and culture because they 
keep trying to interpret their experience with youth through their own perception of 
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reality. David A. Livermore, in his book, Cultural Intelligence, explains that “culture is 
learned, not inherited,” from one generation to another.3 At the heart of any culture is its 
worldview, and adolescents share similar thoughts about life and what is real that differs 
from the generation before them.4 Even if parents have taught their particular 
understanding of what is real in life, the process of individuation causes youth to patch 
together their own understanding of reality. They do this by gleaning from the various 
influences they encounter, such as their peers, the school environment, a local church, 
and the media. This has led to an uncommon adolescent worldview. Learning about their 
worldview is an important beginning for measuring the current of youth culture. Adults, 
however, need to realize that adolescent environments are constantly changing.  
 
Discontinuous Change 
One of the reasons why it is difficult for adults to engage youth culture is because 
knowledge of this subculture quickly becomes outdated. Livermore writes, “The cultures 
of which we are a part are always in flux. They are forever reinventing and interpreting 
themselves, and the final word on them can never be said.”5 Continuous change would 
imply that there is an ability to predict what the next changes might be within a particular 
paradigm of reality and therefore adjust one’s actions accordingly. Alan J. Roxburgh and 
Fred Romanuk, in their book, The Missional Leader, explain, “Continuous change 
develops out of what has gone before and therefore can be expected, anticipated, and 
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managed.”6 Adolescents are facing on a micro level what society is experiencing as a 
whole—“discontinuous change.” Marked by disruptive and unanticipated events, 
discontinuous changes challenge one’s assumptions, making it impossible to predict the 
timing and the type of change.7    
In discussing the cultural dimensions of globalization, Arjun Appadurai uses 
chaos theory as a framework to think about today’s culture.8 Craig Van Gelder and 
Dwight J. Zscheile, in their book, The Missional Church in Perspective, write, “Order in 
the paradigm of chaos theory is often difficult to discern amid so much complexity and 
fluidity.”9 While adults are trying to adjust their understanding of youth culture in order 
to engage it in a positive way, youth are instinctively developing new skills and abilities 
to survive the unpredictable environment of adolescence. Youth are looking for 
something that can be defined as normal in a world where nothing stays normal. 
For youth workers to engage the world of youth, they need to develop a better 
understanding of the adolescent worldview. Rather than being discouraged by adolescent 
culture and abandoning it to its own devices, adults can learn about and understand this 
unique subculture. In discussing the success of St. Patrick’s engagement with the Celtic 
people, George Hunter, III writes, “There is no shortcut to understanding the people. 
When you understand the people, you often know what to say and do and how. When the 
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people know that the Christians understand them, they infer that maybe Christianity’s 
High God understands them too.”10 This is also true for adolescents. Adults trying to 
address the needs of adolescents should approach it as a cross-cultural encounter, taking 




There are many influences that shape values and behavior during adolescent 
development. The top five influencers, not necessarily in order, are family, school, peers, 
church, and more recently, the media.11 The institution that has the greater influence is in 
flux and shifting, but a perspective of how much power these influencers have over the 
development of an adolescent can be measured by how much time is spent being shaped 
by them.  
 In 1960 the family exercised the greatest influence upon adolescents, followed by 
school, peers, and the Church. These four institutions, for the most part, were in 
agreement on basic values and appropriate behavior, creating a unified voice to guide 
young people. By1980, peer groups were having a greater influence. The media became 
more significant during this time period while the school dropped in significance, not as a 
place of adolescent congregation, but as a major influence of values being passed on from 
adults. That left church coming up last or being removed from the list of influences 
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altogether.12 Today, celebrities, media, and peers are the primary influences upon 
adolescent behavior. Rather than a unified voice of guidance, adolescents are now 
hearing mixed messages of conflicting values. 
 Looking at the amount of time spent with each of the top five influences will 
explain some of the discontinuous change being experienced by the youth of youth 
ministry. Reprioritizing how time is spent, making sure that these influences help the 
process of individuation rather than confuse it, will help youth navigate psychosocial 
development. The influence with the most potential to provided stability in cultural chaos 
is the family. 
 
Family 
The amount of time spent with the family drops by 50 percent between fifth and 
ninth grades and declines even more between ninth and twelfth grades.13 Young people 
start to disengage from the family because they want more autonomy. Cognitively, 
adolescents are able to think abstractly and start arguing for more freedom; the resulting 
conflict promotes different functions in the family system.14 Relationships with peers 
become more meaningful as time is spent with others who are also trying to shift into an 
adult role. As roles change, the family unit must adapt how it relates to adolescents, 
honoring their changing roles but also making sure that the family is still a place of love, 
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support, and nurture. Individuation is about discovery of self in relationship to others, 
which includes family members.15  
 The family has the greatest potential to have a positive influence on an adolescent, 
but has surrendered its impact to other cultural stimuli. The family would hold the 
greatest positive influence over behavior if it were a “vital family,” which David Elkind 
describes in his book, Ties That Stress: The New Family Imbalance: “A family is vital to 
the extent that it energizes and nurtures the abilities and talents of both children and their 
parents.”16 The values of a vital family will incorporate committed love, authentic 
parenting, community involvement, and interdependence.17 However, most families in 
today’s culture are not vital.  
  The definition of a family has changed from “two or more persons related by 
birth, marriage or adoption who reside in the same household”  to the loose understanding 
of companionship: a free-flowing, organic commitment between people who love each 
other.18 The institution of the family has become fragmented due in part to the idea of any 
casual encounter between two people being considered significant enough to define a 
family. The definition of family can now include single-parent, shared-custody, adoptive, 
blended, foster, same-sex, and traditional dual-parent families.19 Such drastic changes 
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have depleted the family’s ability to be a stable, positive influence during the life stage of 
adolescence. Youth still want support and direction from parents, but many parents feel 
poorly equipped to help; as a result, parents often expect their children’s schools to 
provide the direction their children need.20 
 
School 
 Schools, for the most part, no longer teach a particular value system. If they do, it 
is often not the one that parents think is being passed on by the education system. In her 
book, “Doing School,” Denise Clark Pope writes, “Instead of fostering in its students 
traits of honesty, integrity, cooperation, and respect, the school may be promoting 
deception, hostility, and anxiety.”21 The highest value in school is grades. Better grades 
result in a student being considered smarter and more likely to be successful, which in 
turn results in more approval from parents. Honesty, integrity, cooperation, and respect 
are easily and regularly set aside if it helps get better grades.  
 Cheating and lying have become survival responses for a fearful subculture that is 
overseen by adults but no longer mainly influenced by adult values.22 The willingness to 
cheat has become the norm, and for most youth it is not seen as a reflection of their 
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character.23 Instead it is viewed as a necessary process of beating a system that does not 
have their best interests in mind. Self-interest and self-protection are becoming the moral 
compasses by which adolescents navigate what is experienced as a secret realm called 
“the world beneath.” Clark explains that the youth who live in this reality “have not 
arrogantly turned their backs on the adult world. Rather, they have been forced by a 
personal sense of abandonment to band together and create their own world separate, 
semi-secret, and vastly different from the world around them.”24 The world beneath can 
be defined as the social environment created in response to systemic abandonment, 
leaving adults with little or no voice regarding what goes on in it.25 
 The excuses that mid-adolescents give in defense of lying to adult figures are out 
of a perceived need to protect oneself or one’s friends. Usually, lying is done in order to 
avoid being punished for behavior youth generally do not believe is wrong. Clark 
explains, 
I rarely encountered a mid adolescent who believed that lying was unethical. Mid 
adolescents reshape the idea of lying to the point where a justified deception, 
including an outright, bald-faced lie, is not actually lying. Nearly every student 
actually believed that they were highly moral, ethical, and honest people! . . . 
Here is a typical string of logic that I heard over and over again: “I lie, sure. So 
does everybody else. I’m an honest person, though, and that’s what really 
counts.”26 
 
Self-preservation in the world of adolescence has changed the landscape of morality. The 
blame for cheating is usually deflected from the guilty party to others, usually adults or 
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institutions.27 The following is a comment from an adolescent during a focus group in a 
study on academic dishonesty: “People cheat. It doesn’t make you less of a person or 
worse of a person. There are times when you just are in need of a little help.”28 In the 
world beneath, Clark explains that there is a system of ethics that unfortunately is filled 
with “self-centered justice and relativistic ethical opportunism.”29 
 Many teachers lose the ability to influence their students’ values and behavior due 
to a lack of trust that teenagers have for adults. Teachers are not respected for their 
degrees or titles. Instead, students automatically disrespect teachers until they are able to 
somehow prove they are worthy of an adolescent’s respect.30 Schools may have lost 
power to provide a positive influence over adolescents, but they are still the main source 
of interaction for adolescent peer groups, allowing friendships to step into the power 
vacuum of influence. 
 
Peers 
 The peer groups of adolescents are described as a “second family.” Youth 
experience life in their families as a “series of transitions, interrupted conversations, and 
moments hurried along so that the next activity can go on as planned.”31 The disconnect 
that is desired by youth and imparted by the busyness of day to day life in the family 
increases the influence that peers have over their friends. In 1985, Donald Posterski 
                                                
27 Ibid., 152.  
 
28 Donald L. McCabe, "Academic Dishonesty among High School Students," Adolescence 34, no. 
136 (1999): 681.  
 
29 Clark, Hurt, 157.  
 
30 Ibid., 95.  
 
31 Ron Taffel, "The Divided Self," Psychotherapy Networker 30, no. 4 (2006): 32.  
 42 
described these second families as clusters.32 The peer group cluster characteristically 
replaces the family in importance when young people are considering their social 
activities and recreation.33 
 When a family unit does not have the infrastructure of a vital family, losing its 
role as a safe place, the cluster then becomes the cohesive unit that allows adolescents to 
feel like they belong.34 Unfortunately, too many youth do not choose healthy positive 
friendships, but rather stumble into any group that accepts them, including peer group 
clusters, online communities, and gangs.35 Any kind of companionship becomes 
emotional support, negative or positive, when parents are inattentive or unconcerned.36 
Clark writes, 
The cluster then is not simply a developmental means to the end of preparation for 
adulthood. It is far more basic. The need for affiliation, support, and security 
during midadolescence is fertile ground for intensely powerful peer relationships. 
Because they have a need to discover social bonds that are meaningful and 
supportive, adolescents’ primary motivating factor is their immediate social 
structure.37 
 
 The cluster has a deeper sense of intimacy than what people called cliques in the 
1970s and 1980s. Clark writes that there is “a greater degree of granted power over 
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oneself” to the extent which the cluster has the “power to undercut” the value system of 
the family.38 When parents and other concerned adults try to steer adolescents in their 
choices of friends, there tends to be resistance because the perceived loyalty of the cluster 
requires commitment above family ties. The family of an adolescent does not have to 
daily face the world beneath, so more loyalty is given to those who are experiencing what 
many youth feel is a warzone. And just like soldiers who face combat together, 
adolescents build strong ties of support to face the battles of each day. They need to feel 
that someone “has their back” and that their fate is so tied to others that they will not 
“die” alone.39 Unfortunately, these ties of support are selfish, based on fear and survival 
instead of on sacrifice, love, and community. Peers become a second family in terms of 
influence, but neither families nor friends seem to capture the same amount of time as the 
media does in the daily life of an adolescent. 
 
Media 
 In a study for the Kaiser Family Foundation, it was reported that the average 
young person in the U.S., between the ages of two and eighteen, consumes five and a half 
hours of electronic media per day. If media being used simultaneously in the form of 
multi-tasking is measured, the average number rises to six and a half hours a day.40 This 
has remarkably altered how adolescents relate to each other. To the detriment of many 
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youth, much of the time spent with media is unmonitored by adults. Dick Thornburgh and 
his colleages, in their book, Youth, Pornography and the Internet, report that 
American adolescents use various forms of media primarily because of its 
entertainment value. . . . [Yet] media are part of the process by which adolescents 
acquire, or resist acquiring, the behaviors and beliefs of the social world and the 
adult culture in which they live. Most children’s media use—including the time 
on the computer and online—does not involve parental supervision.41 
 
 The amount of time spent watching movies and TV, playing video games, using 
social media, accessing the Internet, listening to music, and engaging other types of 
media is having a harmful effect on the amount of time families spend together. In his 
book, Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam writes, “A major commitment to television 
viewing—such as most of us have come to have—is incompatible with a major 
commitment to community life.”42 Less time spent together gives other influences greater 
power over adolescent behavior. There is a doubling effect of the media’s influence when 
the same media is also affecting an adolescent’s peers.   
 The electronic media has a symbiotic relationship with adolescents. On one side, 
for economical survival the media needs the youth market. On the other side, youth need 
the media for guidance and nurture in a society where family and school no longer have 
the greater influence on shaping youth culture.43 So much of what a youth is trying to 
accomplish in individuation reflects the newest messages of the media. How adolescents 
dress, the music they listen to, the way they talk, their sense of humor, and their 
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worldview all reflect their media consumption. Some would suggest that the media is 
raising young people these days.44 Though these relational ties are a poor reflection of 
community, Reggie Joiner, author of Think Orange, contends that cultural influences 
“can never outdo churches with respect to creating [authentic] community.”45 
 
The Local Church 
 If an adolescent’s friends are sometimes considered a second family, then the 
local church can and should be considered a “third family.” However, there is a growing 
perception that it is not important to attend church in order to be a follower of Jesus. 
Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, in their book, Soul Searching, report that 
“eighty percent of active Presbyterians and seventy-two percent of other mainline 
participants agree.”46 A cultural shift away from church attendance means that the local 
church is a place where most adolescents will not be influenced. Therefore, many youth 
are missing out on the potential positive influence of this third family. 
 Youth who are more religious, generally, exhibit more positive outcomes and 
fewer negative outcomes than their nonreligious peers. Religious commitment is 
predictive of greater prosocial behavior.47 There is evidence of less depression and less 
                                                
44 Mueller, Youth Culture 101, 83. 
 
45 Reggie Joiner, Think Orange: Imagine the Impact When Church and Family Collide (Colorado 
Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2009), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 1979. 
 
46 Christian Smith and Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual 
Lives of American Teenagers (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 66. 
 
47 Sam A. Hardy and Gustavo Carlo, "Religiosity and Prosocial Behaviours in Adolescence: The 
Mediating Role of Prosocial Values," Journal of Moral Education 34, no. 2 (2005): 231.  
 46 
substance use and abuse among youth who were religious.48 Religious youth also tend to 
postpone sexual intercourse until later in life since religion provides social controls and 
boundaries for lifestyle decisions.49 
 For those who do go to church, the time is rather limited when compared to how 
much time is spent engaging electronic media, on the school campus, and with their 
friends and families. Churches have a time disadvantage when it comes to influencing 
identity discovery. But for those who are committed to a local church, there seems to be a 
little more stability in the adolescent process. Many common measures of self-discovery 
explore religious commitments as one of the major domains for individuation, and many 
youth ground their identity within the context of their religious commitment.50 
Youth view themselves as being profoundly individualistic and feel that the final 
choice of what to do or apply to life is really up to them. This strong sense of 
individualism creates an awareness that Smith and Denton describe as “somewhat 
allergic to anything they view as trying to influence them.”51 This leads to anti-
judgmentalism that is expressed as whatever that person wants to believe. Since youth 
perceive themselves as not being influenced by anything unless they choose to do so, it 
explains why so many of them are unable to explain how religion and spirituality actually 
influence them.  
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Unperceived by teenagers, parents and the faith of their parents have the most 
influence on the spirituality of an adolescent. Smith and Denton continue, “In the 
immediacy of parenting teenagers, parents may feel a loss of control and influence over 
their teens, but nationally representative statistics show that the religious practices and 
commitments of parents remain an important influence on the religious practices and 
commitments of their teenage children.”52 Unfortunately, the spirituality that is reflected 
in today’s youth culture is not one that encourages authentic community; on the contrary, 
it often neglects the Church as a representation of God’s family. 
 
Postmodern Spirituality 
 The current of youth culture is permeated with a philosophy of immediacy. Carpe 
diem, the classic terminology for “living for the day,” is at the root of a lifestyle of 
freedom without limits and what adolescent culture calls “living large.”53 Just like food 
can be delivered immediately to a car window in a few minutes, spiritual fulfillment is 
expected to be quick, hand delivered, and selected from a menu of many options. 
 In practice, postmodern spirituality is what Walt Mueller, President of the Center 
for Parent/Youth Understanding, calls “smorgasbord spirituality.”54 Adolescents rarely 
see faith in Jesus Christ as the end product of their spiritual journey. Mueller writes, 
“Rather, they get involved in everything from Wicca, to New Age, to Eastern philosophy, 
                                                
52 Ibid., 115. 
 
53 Harold Dean Trulear, "Considering the Alternative: Ageing and At-Risk Youth," Living Pulpit 
10, no. 1 (2001): 4. 
 
54 Walt Mueller, "George Harrison and Smorgasbord Spirituality," The Center for Parent/Youth 
Understanding (2004), http://www.cpyu.org/page_p.aspx?id=77212 (accessed May 25, 2010).  
 48 
or even to some strange self-created mixture of these and other spiritual systems.”55 
Under this guise, truth is relative, and spirituality is an individual decision based on 
feelings at any given moment. Garrett Wishall, in an article discussing the dangers of 
postmodern spirituality, writes, “As long as spiritual benefit is perceived, postmodern 
spiritualists consider [any religious practice] valid.”56 
 Many young people who claim to be devoted Christians are confusing 
Christianity with what Smith and Denton call “moralistic therapeutic deism.”57 Moralistic 
refers to the idea that God wants people to be good: “that means being nice, kind, 
pleasant, respectful, responsible, at work on self-improvement, taking care of one’s 
health, and doing one’s best to be successful.”58 Feeling good is essential for this kind of 
spirituality, which makes it therapeutic. God is real and shows up for people when 
needed. Life is about feeling happy, secure, at peace, and obtaining the tools necessary 
for problem solving and getting along with others. Evidence clearly suggests “that 
religion has largely positive effects on mental health.”59 Since emotional health is one of 
the most serious concerns for adolescents today, it comes as no surprise that young 
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people are drawn to a therapeutic spirituality that achieves in their mind the primary goal 
of life, which is to feel good and happy.60  
 The final aspect of this kind of spirituality is that God exists, he created the world, 
and he tells people the difference between right and wrong, but for the most part is not 
personally involved in people’s affairs. Smith and Denton explain, “The Deism here is 
revised from its classical eighteenth-century version by the therapeutic qualifier, making 
the distant God selectively available for the taking care of needs.”61 The authors sum up 
their perception of this kind of God as follows: 
This God is not demanding. He actually can’t be, because his job is to solve our 
problems and make people feel good. . . . God is something like a combination 
Divine Butler and Cosmic Therapist: he is always on call, takes care of any 
problems that arise, professionally helps his people to feel better about 
themselves, and does not become too personally involved in the process.62 
 
 Moralistic therapeutic deism is incapable of existing on its own. It operates by 
attaching to established religious traditions and adapting their theology to fit within its 
boundaries. The God of moralistic therapeutic deism can be traced to most major 
religions including Christian, Jewish, Islamic, and Mormon, as well as nonreligious 
groups.63 This would explain the lack of conflict between many young people of differing 
religious backgrounds as they live out the values of a spirituality that pursues the same 
goal in life. In order to counter these trends, adults need to reengage with the youth 
culture rather than abandoning adolescents to figure it out on their own. 
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Caught in the Current of Abandonment 
 The environments of school, church groups, clubs, and sports are the adult-
sponsored programs that provide support and guidance to children as they grow up. It has 
been shown that adults continue to participate and even volunteer in greater numbers with 
youth activities, but adult participation does not equal adult support.64 Smith and Denton 
assert, “Adults inescapably exercise immense influence in the lives of teens—positive 
and negative, passive and active. The question therefore, is not whether adults exert 
influence, but what kinds of influence they exert.”65 What young people really need are 
adults to actively support them in positive ways, providing a safety net of adult social 
capital that guides them into adulthood. 
 Putnam writes, “The term social capital itself turns out to have been 
independently invented at least six times over the twentieth century, each time to call 
attention to the ways in which our lives are made more productive by social ties.”66 The 
term social capital did not become firmly rooted as a sociological term until the late 
1980s.67 Clark describes the support base of adults needed by adolescents to help 
navigate the complex transitions they face as “adult social capital.”68 Sociologist Douglas 
Massey defines social capital as “productive value that can be extracted from social 
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networks and organizations.”69 Adult social capital could therefore be understood as the 
productive, positive influence that comes from adults within social networks and 
organizations. The more adult social capital a youth possesses, the more likely it is that 
such a youth will become a successful adult. Yet adult social capital continues to decline 
in American contemporary society. What William P. Mahedy and Janet Bernardi wrote in 
1994 about Generation Xers is still true today: “The young have been abandoned by 
parents, loved ones, teachers, political leaders, even the culture itself. No one is really 
‘there’ for them now.”70 Therefore, the phenomenon of adolescence is increasingly 
marked by a sense of abandonment. 
 The Carnegie Corporation commissioned a task force on Youth Development and 
Community Programs. James Comer explains in the Commission’s report that there are 
two lines of concern, that when placed parallel to each other, explain “a serious 
problem.”71 Comer notes that there is “a significant increase in the level and number of 
skills needed for successful adulthood, and a significant decrease in the ongoing support 
and guidance offered young people during their growing years.”72 
 Adolescents need to acquire more skills for success, especially in today’s 
technological world, but they are expected to discover them on their own. Young people 
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have more knowledge of technology than the previous generation. However, they are 
unable to use their technological skills to succeed socially in adult arenas of 
responsibility. Advanced knowledge of technology does not help someone understand the 
emotional connection in marriage, nor does it help someone work well with others at a 
place of employment. Adult social capital teaches social behavior and norms, and young 
people are not getting enough of it. Instead, systemic abandonment is making youth feel 
more unsupported and isolated. 
 A comprehensive evaluation of the decline of social ties in the United States has 
shown that more people are feeling isolated.73 The isolation that people feel is not due to 
the lack of human contact but more likely due to the “deterritorialization of culture.”74 
Someone could have five hundred friends on Facebook (the largest networking web site 
in the world), answer twenty emails a day, and text thirty people during lunch, and that 
person could still feel isolated. Locality is the “relational and contextual rather than 
spatial” place where “neighborhoods” form.75 The youth of youth ministry are 
communicating, but they are not discussing matters that are personally important. The 
result is a sense of feeling close to others in a nonspatial neighborhood, while 
simultaneously feeling abandoned by those shallow relationships when struggles are 
experienced and they suffer alone. 
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 Isolation is becoming epidemic among the youth of youth ministry. Since the 
middle of the 1960s, trends of social capital have been on the decline.76 It is during this 
same time period when adolescence began to extend from late teens into the mid 
twenties. The breakdown of social capital within American culture has caused adults to 
neglect youth in their journey to adulthood. A three- to four-year experience of 
adolescence before the 1960s has become a process that lasts a decade or more. There is a 
clash between two competing forces: Clark writes, “On the one hand, a major aspect of 
their developmental responsibility is to learn how to cope with stress and manage their 
emotions. On the other hand, adults have continued to pile on them increased burdens and 
complex demands.”77 Young people are feeling hurt by the perceived neglect from adults, 
which in turn is being compounded by feelings of isolation. 
 “The world beneath” developed as adolescence began to extend into the mid-
twenties and adult investment dropped. Clark continues, 
Abandonment has created an environment in which mid adolescents believe they 
are truly on their own. As a result, they go underground; they pull away from the 
adult world. This causes a uniquely ordered society, a world beneath, a world in 
which rules, expectations, a value system, and even social norms are created to 
maintain an environment in which the middle adolescent can achieve the single 
most important goal of this stage of life: survival. . . . Adolescents band together 
to create their own world where they hold the keys to dealing with their 
perception of abandonment and their need for relational stability, protection, 
social guidance, and belonging.78 
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  The root of the issue is a loss of trust.79 Young people do not trust adults to be 
there for them. Peter F. Drucker, in his book, Managing the Non-Profit Organization: 
Practices and Principles, writes, “Trust means that you know what to expect of people. 
Trust is mutual understanding. Not mutual love, not even mutual respect. 
Predictability.”80 Adults are no longer predictable to adolescents. Support and 
predictability are as fragmented as today’s family and society. In Ties that Stress, Elkind 
describes the new family imbalance of postmodernism. Family imbalance creates 
unpredictability and is linked to the mistrust found in today’s youth culture. 
 The nuclear family of the 1950s, the traditional family model of the modern era, 
was portrayed as a refuge for children and has been replaced by the postmodern 
permeable family. Elkind describes the distinction between the two: 
The nuclear family provided clear-cut, often rigid, boundaries between our public 
and our private lives, between the homeplace and the workplace, between 
children and adults. In the permeable family, these dividing lines have become 
blurred and difficult to discern. The postmodern family is more fluid, more 
flexible, and more obviously vulnerable to pressures from outside itself.81 
 
The solid boundaries of the nuclear family met the needs of children and provided 
support for their transition into adulthood. Parents sacrificed personal needs in order to 
provide a better life for their children. Elkind writes that the main imbalance found in the 
nuclear family of the 1950s was that it “met the needs of children better than it met the 
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needs of adults.”82 Modern families created an atmosphere where mothers often felt 
unappreciated and depressed. The stage is set for stress and conflict whenever a group 
meets its own needs at the expense of another.83 Over-emphasis on children over the 
needs of their parents created an imbalance in the emotional stability of the family with 
mothers bearing the greater part of the stress. 
 The imbalance of the nuclear family shifted as the social revolutions of the 1960s 
transferred the imbalance in the other direction. There was a vacuum of needs being met 
by adults and as the youth of 1960s became adults themselves, they brought with them an 
egocentric lifestyle of meeting their needs first. The feelings of children were set aside to 
meet the needs of adults.84 Meeting the needs of parents over the needs of their children 
has created a new imbalance. The postmodern family is now permeable, and children are 
feeling as if they are getting leftovers, caught up in the ever-increasing current of 
abandonment. Adults are focusing on their own needs with the availability of abundant 
programs for stress reduction and management, but very few services exist for dealing 
with the stress of children.85 This is true until their behavior gets them into trouble. There 
are many programs that exist for dealing with troubled youth. 
 The growth industries for adolescent environments tend to be located in the 
privately run correctional institutions and adolescent psychiatric inpatient care facilities.86 
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Correctional institutions are growing, and they are designed to scare juvenile offenders 
into conforming to ideals and values, many of which are no longer upheld in their own 
homes. The correctional facilities tend to catch low income youth while mental hospitals 
become jails for middle-class youth.87 “Lock them away or drug them up” is the message 
sent to many of today’s troubled youth, compounding feelings of abandonment. 
 Current American society has no clear practice of cultivating maturity in its young 
people. Adolescence is difficult to define, but psychologist John Santrock’s statement 
rings true: adolescence “begins in biology and ends in culture.”88 The biology side is 
measurable and clear, but the cultural side is constantly changing. Adolescents feel 
abandoned by adults in most areas of life, and therefore mistrust now defines the 
adolescent perception of adults. Until youth are able to obtain the influence of more 
positive adult social capital, they will continue to be swept by the current of abandonment 
into the world beneath, marked by moral decline, shifting ethics, and isolation. The 
embrace of the local church and youth ministry can be a solution to adolescent feelings of 
abandonment. 
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THE WIDE EMBRACE OF THE CHURCH 
 
 The wide currents of youth culture and the deep currents of psychosocial 
development need the wide embrace of the Church. The themes of abandonment that 
support the world beneath require the crosscurrent of redemption, the same power that 
entered human history and changed everything, making all things new (2 Cor 5:17). The 
power of love, faith, and hope cannot be discounted in its power to transform lives and 
environments.  
 This chapter will first make the case that the Church has a responsibility to reach 
into the world beneath rather than furthering abandonment by only engaging youth who 
come to church. Next, a vision of the local church as a family of families is illustrated. 
When a church is living out its purpose as a family of families, it is providing a 
community of oneness, helping youth grow in their relationship with God, and 
participating in the process of adoption into God’s family. The ministry of youth ministry 
should meet the deepest longings of the world beneath: love, faith, and hope 
demonstrated through loyalty, commitment, and support. 
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Embracing the Youth Culture 
At one time, the Church had a profound influence in shaping American society. 
Since the publication of his classic work, Christ and Culture, in 1951, H. Richard 
Niebuhr has been a leading voice when it comes to the relationship between the Church 
and culture.1 The presupposition of Niebuhr’s work is a foundation built upon 
Christendom: “Christendom is the concept of Western civilization as having a religious 
arm (the church) and a secular arm (civil government), both of which are united in their 
adherence to Christian faith, which is seen as the so-called soul of Europe or the West.”2 
In essence, Christendom asserts that Western civilization is Christian. Christendom is 
traced to Roman emperor Constantine the Great during the fourth century A.D., when 
Christianity became the official religion of the empire.3 Since the Council of Nicaea in 
325 A.D., called together by Constantine, there has been a unique relationship between 
the Church and branches of government. Since then the Church has struggled by having 
its role defined by society rather than by Christ and Scripture, trying to balance a difficult 
relationship between governmental power and authority with divine call.  
Some claim that Christendom is dying or has not actually existed for some time, 
and that the Church of America is facing a post-Christian society.4 Many believers find 
themselves with little direction regarding how to engage society as a whole and 
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adolescents in particular with the good news of Jesus Christ. Niebuhr provides five 
different perspectives for how Christians can engage with culture, influencing the world 
beneath.5  
The first of these relationships between Christ and culture is a “liberal” 
engagement (“the Christ of culture”). This view “blends Christ into culture as the symbol 
of what is highest and best in that culture,” emphasizing Jesus as a great teacher and role 
model.6 This method embraces culture and has the tendency to bless non-Christian 
ideologies when favored by the majority in the culture. 
Neibuhr’s second perspective is a “radical” engagement (“Christ against culture”). 
On the opposite end, this view claims Christ as the sole authority and sees culture as 
being deceptive and untrue, causing Christians to compromise the truth. This method 
calls for an isolationist view, challenging culture and standing in opposition to it. 
Neibuhr’s third perspective is a “synthesis” engagement (“Christ above culture”). 
According to this view there is cooperation between God and culture. This view calls for 
holding together a belief in Christ on the one hand, confessing Jesus Christ as Lord, and 
on the other hand a belief that the world should render to Caesar the things that are 
Caesar’s and to God what belongs to God (Lk 20:25).This is the view that could have led 
to Christendom and the institutionalization of Christ and the Gospel. 
Neibuhr’s fourth perspective regarding how Christians can engage with culture is 
a “dualist” engagement (“Christ and culture in paradox”). This perspective highlights the 
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complexities of living as citizens of two different cities.7 One life is based on sin and law, 
secular in origin, and the other is based on grace and holiness, sacred in origin. These 
“lives” coexist in paradox. Christians, in this view, live with the tension that they are in a 
particular culture but not of the culture, in the world but not of the world (Jn 17). 
Neibuhr’s fifth perspective is a “conversionist” engagement (“Christ the 
transformer of culture”). This view is rooted in the theology of redemption. The 
perversion of good as found in worldly culture is a result of the fall, and humanity is 
invited to participate in God’s work of transforming culture, redeeming it for God’s 
glory.8 
The first four perspectives of engaging culture, if implemented in youth ministry, 
will perpetuate adolescent feelings of abandonment. A liberal stance does not 
acknowledge the reality that something is wrong with the youth culture of today’s 
adolescents. Instead, it will embrace the changes as being normative and therefore 
inherently good. A radical engagement will unintentionally leave the current youth 
culture to figure out truth for itself as the Church isolates itself, even unintentionally, 
from influencing the world beneath.  
Synthesis and dualist views create two separate arenas in which youth are 
becoming adept at moving back and forth, creating separate and distinct identities in 
which to find acceptance, depending on which world they find themselves in. The result 
is an identity formation that becomes more complex and confusing. The majority of 
adolescent time is still in the world beneath, and Christian youth will find it difficult to 
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merge what they experience as a secular world that is very different from the sacred 
world. The tension of trying to live in both the sacred and secular will create a trend of 
accommodation that will further neglect the support they need for success in life and 
faith. 
A conversionist view of engaging the culture provides hope for the world beneath. 
It is not just about “doing” church to help young people gain knowledge of Jesus, but 
rather it is about “being” the church to provide the adult social capital necessary for 
young people to transition into adulthood fully equipped for life and faith. There is no 
divide between the secular and the sacred because that would imply a realm without 
God.9 The psalmist writes, “The earth is the LORD’s and the fullness thereof, the world 
and those who dwell therein” (Ps 24:1). Adolescents need to hear the good news of the 
kingdom of God and that God’s rule includes the world beneath (Mt 3:2). The difference 
between the Eastern monasteries of Europe and the Celtic monasteries of St. Patrick is 
that the former “organized to protest, and escape from, the materialism of the Roman 
world” while the Celtic communities “organized to penetrate the pagan world and to 
extend the Church.”10 A conversionist engagement with culture desires to penetrate the 
world beneath, allowing the youth of youth ministry to feel the embrace of the Church 
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The Power of Redemption 
Dallas Willard, when writing about God’s kingdom being at hand, states, “Now 
God’s own ‘kingdom,’ or ‘rule,’ is the range of his effective will, where what he wants 
done is done. The person of God himself and the action of his will are the organizing 
principles of his kingdom, but everything that obeys those principles, whether by nature 
or by choice, is within his kingdom.”11 Youth have been misled if they think that God 
does not exist in their school and among their peers or families. Rather, Jesus directs his 
followers to pray for his kingdom to come, which would include asking it to come into 
the world beneath. Willard asserts, “So when Jesus directs us to pray, ‘Thy kingdom 
come,’ he does not mean we should pray for it to come into existence. Rather, we pray 
for it to take over at all points in the personal, social, and political order where it is now 
excluded: ‘on earth as it is in heaven.’ With this prayer we are invoking it as in faith we 
are acting it, into the real world of our daily existence.”12 
The ministry of youth ministry is participating in the redemptive work of God. It 
is in the image of redemption that the power to transform culture is found. In their book, 
Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, Leland Ryken, Jim Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman 
write, “At the heart of the image is the idea of paying a price to regain something that 
will otherwise be forfeited. Redemption thus carries double connotations: it implies 
deliverance and restitution but also a cost that must be paid.”13 Adolescents will be 
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attracted to the reality that God can deliver them from the world beneath like Paul was 
delivered from a distorted worldview of the Pharisees (Gal 1:13-14). God can deliver 
them from the troubles they face (Ps 25:22). God can even deliver them from the aimless 
ways that they have inherited from the culture and that often mark their adolescent 
experience (1 Pt 1:18). The work of Jesus on the cross is the answer youth are looking for 
in response to the fragmentation of the family and society. The price has been paid for 
them to become a part of the family of God. The Apostle Paul writes, “But when the 
fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to 
redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons” (Gal 
4:4-5). 
 Youth ministry will often focus on behavior rather than on faith. Willard calls this 
a “gospel of sin management” or doing Christianity in order to not do bad things.14 When 
ministry is focused only on behavior, it creates an atmosphere of being in bondage to the 
rules and regulations of the law, instead of being set free to enjoy life as a part of the 
family of God. Adolescents have been redeemed for adoption into God’s family. 
Adoption provides opportunities for the Church to become predictable in its message and 
therefore trustworthy. The Church as a family of families is a message that the world 
beneath desperately needs to hear.  
 
The Church as a Family of Families 
 The New Testament and the Apostle Paul regularly use terms that reflect the most 
significant metaphor for authentic community. The Church is a spiritual family that will 
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last through eternity, making the local church a family of families and its members 
brothers and sisters (Rm 8:12-17). The terminology of “household” and “family” speak to 
the heart of every individual, especially to the youth of youth ministry, inviting the hurt, 
lonely, and untrusting into an intimate relationship with the local church as a family of 
families.15 
 The Church as the family of God is a perfect expression for describing the 
community of families that are united together with God as Father. The Apostle Paul 
describes this in 1 Timothy 3:15 as “the household of God, which is the church of the 
living God, a pillar and buttress of the truth.” This is a message of hope for adolescents 
who are experiencing fragmentation within their biological families and society. Here is 
the opportunity to be “born again” into a new family and to become a “new creation,” 
leaving behind the old and welcoming the new life that is found in Jesus Christ (Jn 3:3; 2 
Cor 5:17). 
 The perfect community as seen at the beginning of creation shattered when sin 
entered the world (Gn 3). Shame and guilt became a common human experience as Adam 
and Eve tried to hide from God because of their choices, becoming “children of 
disobedience” (Eph 2:2-3). A holy God and a disobedient creation became estranged 
from each other. This is why, out of love for what was created, God sent his one and only 
son, making it possible for anyone who believes in Jesus to become a part of an eternal 
spiritual family (Jn 3:16). The power of redemption brings forgiveness and reconciliation, 
allowing Jesus to be “not ashamed to call them brothers” (Heb 2:11).  
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 The title, “child of God,” is used in the New Testament to describe those who 
have been restored to a right relationship with God “by grace, through faith” (1 Jn 3:1-2, 
Eph 2:8). To be a “child of God” offers a second chance for those caught in the 
turbulence of this present-day culture and a new start for those living in the world 
beneath. Scripture states, “But to all who did receive [Jesus], who believed in his name, 
he gave the right to become children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will 
of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God” (Jn 1:12-13).  
 The God of the universe, the Triune God of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 
participate in the adoption of those estranged from the family. The household of God has 
the privilege of addressing God as father, even intimately using the Aramaic term 
“Abba,” which in modern English might be translated as “daddy.”16 Jesus becomes a 
brother to those who become inheritors of the riches of God, and the Holy Spirit becomes 
the social adhesive that binds the household together in unity. This is how the Apostle 
Paul describes it in his letter to the Romans: 
For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have 
received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” The 
Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if 
children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we 
suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him. (Rm 8:15-17) 
 
 What will make the Church attractive to the world beneath is its trustworthy 
message of love, faith, and hope being lived out in the family of families. The benefits of 
the Church can help counter abandonment in society, whether people end up “saved” or 
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not.17 People can be welcomed into the family of families if they are adopted into God’s 
eternal family or not. The Church will impact its particular community and society as a 
whole because it will be a predictable and persistent example of love, faith, and hope, 
each of which is necessary for countering abandonment. Putnam writes, “Trustworthiness 
lubricates social life” and social life “is most powerful when embedded in a dense 
network of reciprocal social relations.”18 Love, faith, and hope are the great trustworthy 
gifts that the Church has to offer; thus, each of these needs to be explored in terms of how 
each one will counter the abandonment felt by the world beneath. 
 
Love: Community of Oneness 
 The adolescent experience is filled with mistrust, neglect, and isolation.19 These 
experiences are pillars that support the cultural construct of abandonment. Youth are 
longing to encounter the opposite, to participate in community, experiencing love 
demonstrated through commitment, support, and loyalty. Avoiding compromise with the 
present youth culture, youth ministry needs to engage culture without becoming worldly, 
providing authentic community.20 Hunter explains that St. Patrick engaged the Celtic 
culture by bringing a community of Christians and setting up “mini villages” outside 
towns and local villages. They lived authentically, showing by example love, faith, and 
hope, making Christianity contagious. Even though they embraced the language and the 
culture, the message was always predictable and unchanging. True Christian community 
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flourished in the Celtic culture even though the “family of families” looked very different 
from the Roman Church.21 
Humanity was created in the image of God, and at the core of that image is 
perfect community as experienced within the Godhead (Gn 1:1-3, 26). Since the oneness 
of community is a reflection of the oneness of God within Trinity, true community cannot 
exist unless God is at its center. In his book, Community 101, Gilbert G. Bilezikian 
writes, “In order to be attuned to each other in oneness, humans must be individually 
attuned to God because he is himself oneness and the designer of human oneness. 
Therefore, the quality and the viability of human communities vary in response to the 
member’s willingness to accept their own dependency on God.”22 The family of families 
is a reflection of community and oneness. Bilezikian continues, “In a community starved 
world, the most potent means of witness to the truth of the gospel is the magnetic power 
of the oneness that was committed by Christ to his new community at the center of 
history.”23  The family of families becomes the best example of the community that 
people instinctively long for.  
When authentic community is missing, it is easy for adolescents to stumble into 
any social structure that at least mimics community, even though it can further 
abandonment rather than counter it. In The Forgotten Ways, Alan Hirsch further 
describes this phenomenon when he writes, “Individuals are driven to find each other 
through a common experience of ordeal, humbling, transition, and marginalization. It 
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involves intense feelings of social togetherness and belonging brought about by having to 
rely on each other in order to survive.”24 This is the reason why clusters, gangs, and 
online communities are so powerful in their attractiveness. These poor reflections of 
community promote commitment, support, and loyalty with ritual participation that 
creates a false sense of oneness, making adolescents feel accepted. Putnam explains, 
“Social connections have profound links with psychological well-being.”25 The 
difference between the local church and a cluster, gang, or online community is that the 
church provides healthy psychological well-being grounded in love, while the others 
provide weak psychological well-being grounded in fear.  
Oneness must be voluntary and not forced; otherwise it is not based on love. A 
term often translated as “fellowship” in the New Testament comes from the Greek word 
koinonia.26 This kind of fellowship is a community based on “voluntary partnership.”27 
When the Apostle Paul uses this term in his writings, he is emphasizing that people are 
voluntarily participating alongside one another, sharing in life and faith (Phil 2:1, 2 Cor 
1:7). 
True community of oneness is therefore voluntary. That is why Adam and Eve 
had the choice to walk away from oneness with God, and regretfully, that is what they did 
(Gn 1-2). The oneness of the local church is welcoming and inviting to everyone, and 
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believers are grounded in the greatest commandments to love God and to love the people 
around them (Mt 22:37-39). Most clusters provide a place where adolescents feel like 
they belong, but they seem to lack voluntary choices: “You are either in or you are not.”28  
According to Clark, the cluster has “a common, almost tribalistic bond and unifying 
social narrative (a grand story that gives meaning and cohesiveness to the cluster and 
defines who is in a cluster and who is not).”29 Since finding a safe place is at the core of 
peer group clusters, gangs, and online communities, fear is the driving force for 
community, not love. Power and fear are clues that a community is not practicing 
oneness, and therefore is merely a mask of community. Bilezikian writes, “The 
maintenance of community requires intentionality, perseverance, and sacrifice,” all of 
which are voluntary, rooted in love, and rarely visible in the phenomenon of clusters, 
gangs, and online communities.30  
The ministry of youth ministry needs to go deeper than the surface experience of 
common interest and should encounter adolescents where they are, not where they are 
supposed to be. The local church needs to be a place of authentic relationships, both with 
Jesus and between members of God’s family. Loving tenacity on the part of the family of 
families would imply pursuing adolescents with longsuffering and reaching out to them 
in the world beneath. The Church will lack influence over abandonment until it engages 
the world beneath and by example shows a different way of life, a life of oneness with 
Jesus and the family of God. The family of families will embrace adolescents most 
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effectively when it is intentional, sacrificial, and persevering in its love, creating a place 
of predictability and contagious commitment, support, and loyalty. This kind of love will 
foster relationships and a deepening faith in Jesus Christ. 
 
Faith: A Growing Relationship with Jesus 
 The church is a place where spirituality can be developed, where members of the 
family of families grow in their relationships with God and each other. Spirituality as a 
process implies faith in stages. Developmental psychologist James Fowler is known for 
his “stages of faith,” that is, his view of the progression of commitment as faith 
development. In order to fundamentally understand Fowler’s stages of faith, it is 
important to understand that faith is not the same as belief. Beliefs are conscious 
elements and understood in terms of intellectual assent.31 Faith, according Fowler, is a 
common feature of human beings and therefore a human universal, whereas beliefs are 
subjective to the individual.32 
 Faith is a universal experience of humans, regardless of one’s worldview. 
Everyone has faith, but not everyone has what is called “saving faith.” Most world 
religions do not define faith as merely adhering to the teachings of a religious tradition. 
That would be within the boundaries of belief rather than the boundaries of faith. The 
Hebrew aman he’min, munah, the Greek pistuo, pistis, and the Latin credo, credere are 
words used for “faith” and have parallels with those found among Buddhist, Muslim, and 
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Hindu teachings.33 People are able to believe what they want, aligning their hearts or 
wills with a person, idea, philosophy, or religion, and the process could have some 
positive benefits. However, faith can be deceived or misplaced, and as discussed 
previously, this can hinder the individuation process. 
 Alignment of heart or will and a deep commitment of loyalty and trust will do 
nothing for one’s spirituality if it is placed upon a lie. Faith itself is not the goal; rather 
what one puts his or her faith in is what is important. Faith is necessary for cultivating 
spirituality, but faith must be directed to the person of Jesus Christ for it to be saving 
faith. Saving faith is an encounter with Truth (the Holy Spirit), a relationship with Truth 
(Jesus Christ) and a life of living in Truth (pursuing the will of the Father). 
 Faith is important. Scripture states that “without faith it is impossible to please 
God” (Heb 11:6). It is through faith in Jesus Christ that believers are able to “open the 
gift” and be identified as children of God (Gal 3:26). And it is by faith that believers are 
able to boldly and confidently access God on an intimate, relational level (Eph 3:12). The 
Reformers upheld the importance of faith, sola fide, as they recovered the doctrine of 
justification by “faith alone” (Gal 3:23-24, Rm 4:5).34 The complexity of faith reveals 
that it is not so much that someone is saved “by” faith, as much at it is that someone 
cannot be saved unless faith is directed in the right place. 
 Someone is saved “by” grace operating “through” faith. Paul explains this reality 
in Ephesians 2:8-9: “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your 
own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.” Faith is 
                                                
33 Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Faith and Belief (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979), 11.  
 
34 Sinclair B. Ferguson, David F. Wright, and J. I. Packer, New Dictionary of Theology, The 
Master Reference Collection (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1988), 246. 
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a gift from God. It is undeserved and unearned, and therefore an act of grace on God’s 
part. In the book of Hebrews, spirituality is described as a “race set before us” and in 
order to win that race believers have to be “looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of 
our faith” (12:1-2). There is a work taking place within one’s spirit that is clearly a gift, 
expressed through an attitude that is freely exercised and lived out as good deeds. Faith, 
then, is often more a verb than a noun, as in James 2:26, “For as the body apart from the 
spirit is dead, so also faith apart from works is dead.” This is also confirmed in the 
Gospel of John where the word pistis (“faith” in noun form) is never used, while the word 
pisteuo (“faith” in verb form) is used ninety-eight times.35 
 Faith involves many interlocking concepts and is more relational than measurable, 
influencing the intellect, the heart, and the will in such a way that it affects behavior 
patterns.36 Faith is born from hearing the Word, often in community, and it grows 
through testing and the search for understanding and truth. It fulfills the deepest longing 
of the heart as it experiences and responds to God’s love. Faith is saving faith when it is a 
gift of God and worked out as alignment with God’s will. The Apostle Paul states, “Work 
out your own salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you, both to 
will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:12-13). God is at work in the lives of 
Jesus followers and “through the Spirit, by faith, [they] eagerly wait for the hope of 
righteousness . . . faith working through love” (Gal 5:5-6). 
                                                
35 J. D. Douglas, The New Bible Dictionary, ed. D. R. W. Wood, 3rd ed. (Leicester, England: 
InterVarsity Press, 1996), 358. 
 
36 Michael Paul Gallagher, "Faith," in The New Westminster Dictionary of Christian Spirituality, 
ed. Philip Sheldrake (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 297.  
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 Just like love, faith requires intentionality, sacrifice, and perseverance. The faith 
of the typical adolescent in the United States appears to follow the teachings of 
therapeutic moralistic deism, lacking intentionality in its commitments, requiring little 
sacrifice, if any, and shifting with surrounding cultural currents. This kind of faith 
advances abandonment within the adolescent world because it makes faith all about 
oneself, instead of calling youth to align their lives with something so much greater than 
selfish fulfillment. Authentic faith is a lifestyle of alignment, a growing relationship with 
Jesus involving belief, risk, and trust. 
 The youth of youth ministry will continue to put their trust in anything that might 
resemble community. Adolescents will mix and match beliefs that sound like they will 
satisfy their longing for oneness, taking the risk to put their faith in religions and 
philosophies that are falsely claiming to be the truth. When the lies are exposed for what 
they are, youth will feel even more let down and abandoned by society and the adult 
ideas and philosophies that promised so much. 
 The family of families, when lived out faithfully and in alignment with God’s will 
for the household of God, becomes a voice of truth for a disillusioned youth culture. The 
family of families needs to be a place where youth can discover who they are as children 
of God, learning to trust, know, love, and live for Jesus. Experiencing the oneness of 
community and participating in an environment that allows authentic encounters with 
Jesus provides immediate hope for the world beneath and a future hope that comes with 





Hope: Adoption into the Family of God 
 The youth of youth ministry are often experiencing broken trust, neglect, and 
isolation, not knowing who might let them down next, and stripping away the essential 
human capacity for hope.37 The opposite of hope is despair, and is described by 
Kierkegaard as “the sickness unto death,” where the only hope is death but one is unable 
to die.38 Putnam writes, “The younger you are, the worse things have gotten over the last 
decades of the twentieth century in terms of headaches, indigestion, sleeplessness, as well 
as general satisfaction with life and even likelihood of taking your own life.”39 Lacking a 
confident expectancy that tomorrow might be better than today furthers abandonment and 
increases the negative influence of the world beneath. The hurt permeating the adolescent 
world, with no way to get out, has made suicide the third leading cause of death among 
ten- to twenty-four-year-olds.40 The local church offers an encounter with oneness, a 
space for faith development, and a message of hope that can counter despair and bring 
relief to the hurting. 
 The Apostle Paul declares that the message he is sharing about Jesus is 
information that can bring hope, and even though grieving and suffering is a common 
human experience, it is different for people who are in the family of families than for 
those who have no hope (1Thes 4:13). God is the source of hope that can fill what many 
                                                
37 Clark, Hurt, 2159.  
 
38 Kierkegaard, The Sickness Unto Death, 13.  
 
39 Putnam, Bowling Alone, Location 4978-79.  
 
40 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Suicide Prevention: Youth Suicide,” 
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adolescents feel as emptiness. To the Romans he writes, “May the God of hope fill you 
with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may 
abound in hope” (Rm 15:13). As faith develops, the Holy Spirit becomes a source of 
power that youth will rely on for abounding hope, collecting experiences of joy and peace 
to help counter the sorrow and conflict. 
 “Genuine hope is not wishful thinking, but a firm assurance about things that are 
unseen and still in the future” (Rm 8:24-25, Heb 11:1, 7). God is calling to the world 
beneath with a message of hope, pointing out that in the future they will receive a rich 
inheritance, pulling them out of the poverty of soul that they currently know (Eph 1:18, 
4:4). This hope comes through God’s grace and God’s Word (2 Thes 2:16). To the 
Romans the Apostle Paul writes, “For whatever was written in former days was written 
for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the 
Scriptures we might have hope” (Rm 15:4). 
 The world beneath leaves many youth adrift, swayed by the cultural currents of 
abandonment, but the hope of adoption provides a counter to this endless drifting. The 
author of Hebrews claims, “We have this [hope] as a sure and steadfast anchor of the 
soul” (Heb 6:19). Adoption is the heart of the gospel, allowing youth to be “born again to 
a living hope” (1 Pt 1:3).41 Sociologically speaking, Putnam affirms the message of hope 
that is unique to churches. He explains that it is hard to see the erosion of social capital 
over the last couple of decades get redressed without the “crucial reservoir” of faith-
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based communities contributing to something new and better ahead.42 The unique 
message of hope offered by the Church to address abandonment is adoption. 
 Adoption is a legally constructed kinship relationship that is recognized as being 
equivalent to a biological bond.43 Before adoption into the family of God, believers 
“lived in the passions of [the] flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, 
and were by nature children of Wrath, like the rest of mankind” (Eph 2:3, emphasis 
added). Transferring from children of wrath to children of God is not an easy process, but 
it is the life-changing hope for the world beneath. Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman write, 
“In the ancient world, family membership was the primary context of social, religious, 
economic and political security and fulfillment. To move from one family system to 
another was an event of life-changing importance.”44 The most important event in the life 
of an adolescent is adoption into God’s family. 
 Adoption is costly and creates a change in legal status, giving the adoptee certain 
rights. For the family of God, the cost was paid on the cross. In Galatians 3:13, Paul 
writes, “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it 
is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree.’” In his article, “Adoption: The 
Heart of the Gospel,” John Piper describes the change in legal status for members of the 
family of God as follows: “There were legal realities God had to deal with. His own 
justice and law demanded that we be punished and excluded from his presence for our 
sins. Righteousness was required and punishment demanded. God had to satisfy his 
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43 Desmond Alexander and Brian Rosner, New Dictionary of Biblical Theology, Electronic Edition 
ed. (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), s. v. "adoption."  
 
44 Ryken, Wilhoit, and Longman, Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 15. 
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justice and his law in order to adopt sinners into his family. This he did by the life, death, 
and resurrection of his Son Jesus Christ.”45 A change in legal status brings with it the 
rights that come with being “an heir through God” and “heirs of God and fellow heirs 
with Christ” (Gal 4:7; Rm 8:17).  
 God does not promise that life will no longer be messy or that youth will no 
longer experience the suffering that they find to be normal in the world beneath. In fact, 
the opposite is stated clearly by Paul in Romans 8. Those who become heirs with Christ 
will become heirs of the promises for God’s family, but they will also become heirs of 
the suffering of Christ (Rm 8:17). The difference between the suffering of the world 
beneath and the suffering of Christ is that the former is meaningless, and it furthers 
abandonment since it is done alone, while the latter has purpose, is faced in community, 
and leads to a future without suffering. The Apostle Paul concludes that this is the hope 
people need in verse 18: “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not 
worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.” 
 Along with the increase of social isolation, Martin Seligman, in his Psychology	  
Today article, links the growth of depression among young people to “rampant 
individualism” and the decay of commitments to social institutions: “Individualism need 
not lead to depression as long as we can fall back on large institutions—religion, country, 
family. When you fail to reach some of your personal goals, as we all must, you can turn 
to these larger institutions for hope. . . . But in a self standing alone without the buffer of 
larger beliefs, helplessness and failure can all too easily become hopelessness and 
                                                
45 John Piper, "Adoption: The Heart of the Gospel," 2007, http://www.desiringgod.org/resource-
library/conference-messages/adoption-the-heart-of-the-gospel (accessed August 20, 2012).  
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despair.”46 There is hope for adolescents now as they are in essence adopted into the 
family of families, the local church. The price has been paid, offering the invitation to be 
a part of God’s family, to trust God’s plan for all of creation. The benefits of adoption 
into the family of families will help counter depression on a psychological level, but 
when the gift of salvation is opened by faith, one’s spiritual status in the family of God is 
legally and permanently established in the eternal family of God.  
 God’s purpose for adoption, however, is not to leave family members in a 
perpetual state of suffering. At some point in time, the full benefits of adoption will be 
applied and there will be an end to all suffering (Rev 21:4). Paul points to this truth in 
Romans 8:22-23, “For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together in the 
pains of childbirth until now. And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the 
firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for adoption as sons, the 
redemption of our bodies.” Adoption is hope for the present and for what is to come. 
 God’s plan for adoption was exactly that: planned. In Ephesians, Paul writes that 
those who are adopted were chosen “before the foundation of the world,” and it was 
God’s loving plan to have “predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, 
according to the purpose of his will” (1:5-6). Piper writes, 
Adoption was the plan from the beginning. Adoption in God’s mind was not Plan 
B. He predestined us for adoption before the creation of the world. Plan A was not 
lots of children who never sin and never need to be redeemed. Plan A was 
creation, fall, redemption, adoption so that the full range of God’s glory and 
mercy and grace could be known by his adopted children. Adoption was not 
second best. It was planned from the beginning.47 
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 Just like love and faith, hope requires individuals to be intentional in their 
decisions, sacrificial concerning self-interests, and persevering through good and bad,. 
Love, faith, and hope, lived out in the family of families, offer guidance to adolescents in 
their process of individuation. In their New Bible Dictionary, D. R. W. Wood and I. 
Howard Marshall explain, “Faith, hope and love are thus inseparable. Hope cannot exist 
apart from faith, and love cannot be exercised without hope. These three are the things 
that abide (1 Cor 13:13) and together they comprise the Christian way of life.”48  
 Youth ministry is embedded in a “faith narrative,” the sharing of life stories.49 
The story of each individual adolescent combined with the story of Christian adults and 
the gospel story create a shared story of love, faith, and hope. In his article, “The Fabric 
of Our Lives,” R. Simon writes, “A family’s most intimate sense of itself grows out of 
years and years of doing the same things together over and over again. A family lives by 
its daily rituals, even if many of them are so taken for granted that, over time, they 
become invisible.”50 This is the wide embrace of the Church: adopting youth into the 
family of families so that through a shared story of love, faith, and hope they might be 
adopted into God’s eternal family. 
 
The Embrace of the Family 
 A major responsibility of the family is to pass on from one generation to the next 
the truth of God’s redemption plan. It is an individual responsibility of parents, but also a 
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corporate responsibility of the Church (Ps 78:1-7). The people of God are called to be 
involved in the healthy development of the spirituality of youth, both by equipping 
parents to teach their children the essentials of the faith, and by investing in all children 
outside of the biological family context. Child development studies support the idea of 
outside agents, beyond the biological family, having the ability to have a positive impact 
on adolescent development.51 This means the Church should take seriously its 
opportunities to pass on from one generation to the next the knowledge of God and the 
participatory work of redemption.  
 The Church should not replace the role of particular families, but instead embrace 
all families, including broken and dysfunctional families, supporting them and inviting 
them into the story of restoration and redemption found with the people of God all 
through history. In Simply Christian, N. T. Wright describes this truth as follows: “The 
church is the single, multiethnic family promised by the creator God to Abraham. It was 
brought into being through Israel’s Messiah, Jesus; it was called to bring the 
transformative news of God’s rescuing justice to the whole creation.”52 This multiethnic 
family has a message for the world beneath, even in its imperfection, displaying the heart 
of God to every generation, and that message is, “We want to embrace you.”
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THE DEEP EMBRACE OF YOUTH MINISTRY 
 
 As the Church practices its role with the wide embrace of the family of families, 
countering the wide currents of abandonment found in contemporary youth culture, youth 
ministry becomes a deep embrace to help navigate the currents of psychosocial 
development. In Leadership Is an Art, Max De Pree writes, “The first responsibility of a 
leader is to define reality.”1 Defining the local church and the role of youth ministry is the 
first step in creating what Charles Taylor calls the “social imaginary” of a culture.2 In his 
book, A Secular Age, Taylor defines the social imaginary as “the ways in which [people] 
imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on 
between them and their fellows, the expectations which are normally met, and the deeper 
normative notions which underlie these expectations.”3 As local churches start to practice 
being the family of God, defining the reality of what the church is supposed to be, a faith 
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3 Ibid.  
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narrative is created for the family of God. Youth ministry as a part of this faith narrative 
then becomes an avenue of adoption into the wider embrace of the local church.  
 This chapter will explore the deep embrace of youth ministry as an avenue of 
adoption into the family of God. A holistic praxis of adoption starts with understanding 
the history of youth ministry and the background behind traditional models of youth 
ministry. The weaknesses of these models will be discussed, revealing how a lot of youth 
ministry is failing when it comes to accomplishing the goal of full integration into the 
family of God. A new model for youth ministry will be unveiled by associating the 
psychodynamic phases of adjustment found in adoption with the self-identification 
process of faith commitment. This model is grounded in the Great Commission as found 
at the end of Matthew’s gospel and validates the great and historical purposes of the 
Church. Within the context of this adoption model, strategic social programming can be 
suggested to help adjust the course of youth ministry. This model will also clarify the 
roles that youth pastors will need to fill in order to support a more holistic approach to 
youth ministry. 
 
Youth Ministry Models 
 Youth ministry had its beginning when it addressed the deficiencies of the Church 
to productively engage with children and youth. Youth ministry was developed to help 
young people grow in their spirituality, but it has unknowingly followed the cultural 
currents that have segregated young people from adults; many models have even taken 
the spiritual growth responsibilities away from parents.4 Mark Yaconelli is among those 
                                                
4 Scott Brown, A Weed in the Church (Wake Forest, NC: Merchant Adventures, 2011).  
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who contend that many current forms of youth ministry are destructive.5 Mark DeVries 
agrees, explaining that rather than adopting young people into the family of God, many 
traditional youth ministries are “orphaning structures” that “carry students to the doorway 
of adulthood but often leave them there.”6 Embracing the idea of family ministry in all its 
nuances helps lay the foundation for a youth ministry model that addresses not only 
youth, but also children and adults, and therefore the whole family.  
 
History of Youth Ministry Models 
 Examples of youth ministry prior to the nineteenth century are rare. In his book, 
When God Shows Up: A History of Protestant Youth Ministry in America, Mark H. Senter 
writes that in the mid 1700s, pastors Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards were known 
to hold weekday meetings for youth in their churches.7 In 1734, Senter writes, “Jonathan 
Edwards convinced the young people to meet for times of ‘social religion’ in smaller 
groups in homes scattered throughout the town.”8 However, the function and form of 
traditional youth ministry most likely had its beginning in the Industrial Revolution of 
eighteenth-century England. Factories began to employ children, and young people 
would move to the cities to acquire jobs. Sunday school began with Robert Raikes’s 
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ministry to children in Gloucester and spread within five years across the water to 
Virginia.9 
 Youth ministry between 1900 and 1940 was denominationally based and modeled 
after Francis Clark’s “Young People’s Society for Christian Endeavor.” By the 1920s 
most denominations had established their own youth societies in order to address the 
frustration of many young people not staying committed to their local churches after 
conversion. Grounded in these denominational societies, young people felt like they were 
a part of something significant. Andrew Root, in Revisiting Relational Youth Ministry, 
writes, “But with the growth of school populations and the expansion of a distinct youth 
culture in the 1940s, adolescents demanded new entertainment sophistication as well as 
more possibilities for personal intimacy than the denominational societies could 
provide.”10 
 Youth ministry between 1940 and 1960 came with evangelistic engagement 
through nationalistic and relational strategies. Young Life (1941) and Youth for Christ 
(1945) movements and the youth rallies of Billy Graham surged into the late 1940s and 
1950s, creating parachurch youth ministries that were able to capitalize on the emerging 
unified youth culture. Relational ministry became the primary approach to reaching 
young people who were hungry for intimacy, longing for relationships as the 
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modernization of the family and society were affected by what Root calls “the loss of 
obligatory relationships and the increase of self-chosen relationships.”11 
 Through the 1960s and 1970s, parachurch organizations continued to lead youth 
ministry, but things started to change as churches started to hire full-time youth workers. 
Prior to 1970, volunteers typically led denominational youth ministry.12 The new youth 
pastor was expected to implement strategies for relational ministry, and many churches 
borrowed heavily from the parachurch models.13 In the 1980s and 1990s with the increase 
in budgets and resources for youth pastors, denominational youth ministry was able to 
compete with a consumer culture, moving youth ministry into an attractional, activity-
based model of ministry for the purpose of relationship evangelism.14 
 Youth ministry as found in the beginning of the twenty-first century is now 
deeply rooted in activity-driven ministry programs. Youth ministry is now largely defined 
as a “silo-driven” model that finds itself often overly focused on programming.15 Silo-
driven models of ministry set up each age-specific ministry or department as 
“independent entities,” vying for resources and often creating competition instead of 
cooperation.16 Stuart Cummings-Bond presented this concept with his idea of “the one-
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eared Mickey Mouse”; in his description, the church is the head and youth ministry is a 
loosely attached ear.17 Cummings-Bond’s illustration points to the reality that many 
youth ministries are in essence semi-parachurch communities that are barely, if at all, 
connected to a local church. The result for many youth is that when they graduate from 
youth ministry, they graduate from the church. Instead of integration by providing 
avenues of adoption, youth ministry has often functioned more like foster care.18 
Unfortunately, this has led many youth ministries to fail at holistically embracing youth 
and instead to further the experience of abandonment. 
 Joiner adds to the theological discussion of youth ministry with his emphasis on 
family ministry, not just youth ministry. In his book, Think Orange (the combination of 
yellow for the church and red for the family), he makes the case that family ministry is 
not another program or silo. Joiner writes, “Family ministry is an effort to synchronize 
church leaders and parents around a master plan to build faith and character in their sons 
and daughters.”19 Youth ministry needs to be part of an integrated model that fully 
assimilates youth into the family of God by addressing all ages and phases of life.20 
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Figure 1. Youth Ministry’s Relationship to the Church21 
 
Source: Adapted from Eric Larsen, Global Youth and Family Ministry: A Paradigm for Developing 
Missional Models around the World (DMin diss., Fuller Theological Seminary, 2008). 
 
 An integrated model of ministry can still lack the organic nature of a family 
because each ministry still functions as a separate department. The ultimate goal of a 
model for ministry is not to preserve what the local church “does,” but to provide a 
mission for the local church to “be” the family of God. Clark explains that models are 
“attempts to take the timeless truth of Scripture and contextualize it into our unique 
ministry setting.”22 There is no perfect model and Clark warns against being wed to the 
“finished product” of what is most popular at any given time, since the nature of model 
development implies evolutionary stages affected by many different factors.23 
 The proposed model of youth ministry as an avenue of adoption is based upon 
Duffy Robbins’s funnel concept for organizing youth ministry based on levels of 
commitment.24 Ministries will look different as they address the different levels of 
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interest and commitment. If youth ministry is an avenue for adoption, this would imply 
that every ministry of the church should be seen as an avenue for adoption, with specific 
ministries being the paving stones that maintain those avenues. Children’s ministry and 
adult ministry should then become avenues for adoption. The goal is not to adopt young 
people into a particular ministry, but to adopt them into the church family so they can 
fully participate in ministry. As people become part of God’s family, they should be 
equipped to become adoption agents (kingdom agents), participating in ministries of 
adoption based on their giftedness and experience. 
 In order to avoid silo-ministries, there should only be one circle in the diagram of 
the adoption model. This one circle represents the local church, one entity, with 
ministries funneling people into the whole. Both sides of the avenue are open because 
ministries do not exist as separate entities, but rather they facilitate the process of 
adoption into the whole church. These avenues are ministries specifically designed for 
targeting a specific demographic, but all the avenues are designed to work together under 
the title of family ministries. The whole family, from birth to retirement, is engaged in the 
adoption process. Once fully integrated, one can participate as an adoption agent within 
any particular ministry. Figure 2 visually shows adoption as a funnel, integrating people 
into the church family. With the rough outline of a model in place, the details of each 
ministry, with particular focus on youth ministry, will be detailed to show the 








Adoption as a Model for Ministry 
 As stated, adoption as an avenue should funnel people into full integration in the 
family of God. When associated with actual human adoption, there are four phases of 
psychodynamic adjustment as an adoptee is fully integrated into a family. David and 
Renee Sanford, in Thriving as an Adoptive Family, describe these phases as the 
honeymoon phase, the settling-in phase, the testing phase, and then the “I’m more a part 
of the family than not” phase.26 These phases coincide with stages of discipleship in 
terms of how they address a person’s perceived relationship with the local church and his 
or her personal spiritual formation. The discipleship stages are bonding, belonging, 
believing, and becoming, and they pave the avenue of adoption as seen in figure 3.27  
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Figure 3: The Discipleship Stages of the Avenue of Adoption 
 
 There is a debate among different theological frameworks regarding which comes 
first, belonging or believing.28 The adoptive model connects with phases of adjustment in 
the adoption process and therefore takes the stance that people must belong before they 
believe. Belonging before believing is supported by the idea that the church is a family of 
families, and that a person can be a part of the church family without being a part of 
God’s eternal family. John Calvin and the Protestant Reformation distinguished between 
the church family as the visible church and God’s eternal family as the invisible church.29 
The difference between the visible and invisible church can be understood when one 
considers the idea that there are two different conversions. In their book, Breaking the 
Missional Code, Ed Stetzer and David Putman describe these conversions as “one 
temporal and one eternal,” with “the first conversion as a conversion to community” and 
the other as “a conversion to Christ.”30   
                                                
28 Michael Eugene Wittmer, Don't Stop Believing: Why Living Like Jesus Is Not Enough (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008), 105. 
  
29 Jean Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, Library of Christian 
Classics, vol. 21 (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 4.1.7.  
 
30 Ed Stetzer and David Putman, Breaking the Missional Code: When Churches Become 
Missionaries in Their Communities (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2006), Electronic Kindle Edition: 






 The following paragraphs will describe the four stages of the adoptive model by 
connecting three important perspectives of the same narrative. The first perspective is of 
the adoptee and his or her phases of adjustment.31 The second perspective is the welfare 
goals of adoptive families in creating environments that support adjustment.32 The third 
perspective is the connection between the discipleship stages and how they create a social 
narrative (see table 1).33  
 
 
Table 1. The Discipleship Stages Defined by Stages of Adjustment in Adoption and the Environmental 




Bonding Belonging Believing Becoming 
Adjustment in 
Adoption 




Connection Safety Permanency Well-being 
Faith Narrative Encountering 
stories 
A chapter in each 
other’s story 
Joining stories Shared story of 




 The honeymoon phase in adoption is the time when a child has first contact with a 
new family. This first connection is a timid one as a child explores his or her new 
environment. The goal of the family is to start bonding with this new member of the 
family. Bonding consists of a physical connection and an emotional link that brings 
people together.34 This coincides with the bonding stage of discipleship. At some point 
there is a connection made, either through a physical encounter or an emotional encounter 
                                                
31 Sanford and Sanford, Handbook on Thriving as an Adoptive Family, 40-41.  
 
32 Courts and Children.org, "Court Performance Measures in Child Abuse and Neglect Cases," 
http://www.courtsandchildren.org (accessed August 13, 2013). 
 
33 Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Missional Code, 129-34.  
 
34 Dictionary.com, s. v. “bonding,” http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/bonding?r=66 
(accessed August 13, 2013). 
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with the church family. It could simply start with a conversation. This starts a narrative 
where different stories encounter each other. 
 The second phase of adoption into a new family is the settling-in phase. This 
stage of adoption involves adjusting to a new environment, often processing through 
what was in the past and comparing it to experiences in the new family. The goal of the 
new family is to do everything in its power to help the new child feel a sense of 
belonging by creating a sense of safety. The second discipleship stage would then be 
belonging. Creating a safe place so that one feels a sense of belonging allows an 
individual and the church to share chapters in each other’s narrative. 
 A critical stage of adjustment takes place in adoption during the testing phase. In 
the adoptive family, this phase comes with the adoptive child’s taking risks and pushing 
boundaries, testing the strength of relationships before being able to truly trust that he or 
she is a part of the family. The adoptive family responds by creating an environment to 
promote a sense of permanency. This stage in the discipleship process is associated with 
believing. A sense of permanency is created as a person surrenders his or her life to Jesus 
Christ and is called a child of God. Rather than sharing a chapter in each other’s stories, 
the adoptee joins his or her story to story of the family, accepting that he or she is now a 
part of the same story, God’s story. 
 The final phase of adjustment in an adoption is when a child is able to say, “I’m 
more a part of the family than not.” This stage develops over a lifetime as a child gains 
more of an identity as “a member of the family” and less as “a person living in 
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[someone’s] home.”35 The family adjusts its environment to continually provide a sense 
of well being, enforcing the belief of being a part of the family even during doubts and 
setbacks. This is in alignment with the discipleship stage of becoming. Becoming does 
not have an end because believers are in a constant process of sanctification, becoming 
more like Jesus Christ, fully integrating into God’s eternal family. The faith narrative is 
lived out as a shared story of love, faith, and hope. 
 
Holistic Praxis of Adoption 
 Van Gelder and Zscheile assert that “ideas and beliefs are mediated through 
practicing communities.”36 Churches practicing the ministry of adoption will pass on the 
concept of the church as a family of families more effectively. What follows is a holistic 
praxis, “theory-laden reflection on practice,” that addresses the role of youth ministry in 
countering abandonment.37 Unfortunately, youth ministry has sometimes unintentionally 
added to the momentum of abandonment instead of countering it. In order for an adoption 
model to be holistic, it needs to bring healing to the unintentional damage that youth 
ministry may have caused, as it addresses the width and depth of psychosocial 
development and present-day youth culture. 
The adoption model will now be expanded upon by elaborating on each stage, 
pointing out the correlation with faith, the Great Commission, and the historical purposes 
of the Church. As people journey along the avenue of adoption, certain strategies need to 
                                                
35 Sanford and Sanford, Handbook on Thriving as an Adoptive Family, 41. 
 
36 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, Location 119.  
 
37 Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 6. 
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be applied to help them progress along the pathway to full integration. These social 
strategies will further flesh out the adoption model. The final lens to look through for 
understanding the adoption model will be how youth pastors operate in the 
implementation of these strategies. Youth pastors will indeed have unique roles at each 
stage of the adoption process. 
 
Adoption and Faith 
There is a progression of identification in the faith of an adolescent. Nelson 
describes it as “faith as searching.”38 The process of faith as searching draws on 
psychodynamic theory and starts with initiating, then progresses through identifying, 
internalizing, and integrating.39 An adoption model of youth ministry focuses on the faith 
development of youth by correlating the self-identification process of faith with the 
intentional commitments that come when overcoming barriers to the adoption process 
(see table 2). 
 
Table 2. The Relationship between the Discipleship Stages and Faith 
                                                
38 Nelson, “Faith among Adolescents,” 64. 
 
39 Nelson only mentions three processes: identification, internalization, and integration. In order to 
associate with the four stages of adoption, a fourth word, initiating, is used in this project to describe an 
initial bonding to the local church and/or Christian faith. 
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The obstacles that an adolescent must first internally overcome in order to enter 
the initiating stage are the barriers of image and culture. In today’s culture, many young 
people struggle with what they perceive as the Church. Stetzer and Putnam write, 
“Common complaints that those wage outside of the church are that church is boring, 
irrelevant, judgmental, and arrogant.”40 The Church has an image problem. The other 
barrier is Christian culture. There is a unique language, symbolic rituals, and assumed 
realities based on a historical faith narrative that for many young people is completely 
foreign and may create a sense of culture shock when first experienced. 
Overcoming these barriers and entering into the initiating stage of their faith 
journey requires that adolescents make a commitment to be willing to enter into 
conversations. In order to overcome the barrier of Christian culture, the conversations 
need to start in the youth culture, the world beneath, not necessarily within the church 
walls. Creating connections that allow adolescents to intentionally and openly pursue 
spiritual matters on their own turf addresses the Christian culture barrier. After this 
foundation is laid, ensuing conversations can help alter the image barrier by clearing up 
misperceptions.  
The belonging stage of adoption parallels the identifying process of faith. A sense 
of safety creates feelings of belonging. This is an exercise of the heart and is associated 
with the Latin assensus, an acceptance of knowledge as being true. What is considered to 
be true by an adolescent is subjectively sufficient but objectively insufficient.41 
                                                
40 Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Missional Code, 129. 
 
41 Hodges, Systematic Theology, Volume 3, 45.  
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Internally, in the stage of belonging, an adolescent must overcome barriers of 
awareness and acceptance. On one side, many young people are not aware that they are 
designed for community and have no point of reference to guide them into meaningful 
community. On the other side, acceptance may not always be so forthcoming from the 
people found in a particular church. This settling in phase can either affirm the message 
of belonging or hinder it. 
If, however, the barriers of awareness and acceptance are overcome, young people 
will make a commitment to community, being intentional about knowing and being 
known in relationship.42 At this point in their faith, adoptees will merely be identifying 
with the faith of others as they navigate who Jesus is. Many of the struggles of 
abandonment will start to be countered as youth are attracted to the message of Jesus and 
accepted by his followers. 
The believing stage of adoption comes when adolescents begin internalizing their 
faith. This is associated with the Latin fiducia, a commitment of will or a trust in what is 
known to be true, or knowledge that is both subjectively and objectively sufficient.43 It is 
at this point where the “multiple belonging” of youth culture, which is created by 
“participating in different realities at the same time,” is weakened.44 Multiple belongings 
of the world beneath—including clusters, online communities, gangs, and even a local 
church—are replaced with the single belonging of God’s eternal family.  
                                                
42 W. James Cowell, Incorporating New Members: Bonds of Believing, Belonging, and Becoming 
(Nashville: Discipleship Resources, 1992), 13.  
 
43 Hodges, Systematic Theology, Volume 3, 45.  
 
44 Robert J. Schreiter, The New Catholicity: Theology between the Global and the Local, Faith and 
Cultures Series (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 26.  
 98 
A sense of permanency that comes with internalizing faith comes only when the 
barrier of the gospel can be overcome. Being offended by people in the church 
destabilizes the settling in phase, taking away safety and maintaining barriers of 
awareness and acceptance. In the family of families, only the gospel itself should offend 
people. By its very nature, the gospel will offend those who are unable to trust in Jesus 
Christ as Lord and savior. Romans 9:32 states, “They have stumbled over the stumbling 
stone, as it is written, ‘Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone of stumbling, and a rock of 
offense; and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.’” The message of Jesus 
dying on the cross will always be “foolish” to those who do not shift from belonging to 
believing, internalizing their faith (1 Cor 1:18).  
Internalizing faith moves adolescents from imitating someone else’s faith to 
letting personal faith become part of their own process of self-definition. Since 
adolescents cluster together according to what they are internalizing, the communities of 
peer group clusters, online communities, or street gangs of the world beneath are replaced 
by a community of oneness.45 Internalizing faith binds believers as brothers and sisters in 
Christ, expanding the family of God, and it enables a commitment to pursue a 
relationship with Jesus Christ. Overcoming the barrier of the gospel allows an adolescent 
to be intentional about his or her own spiritual formation.46 
The last psychodynamic category that an adolescent progresses through in his or 
her faith process is the integrating stage. Once there has been an alignment of will in the 
internalizing stage, the integrating stage is a lifelong intentional realignment of will. It is 
                                                
45 Nelson, “Faith among Adolescents,” 65.  
 
46 Cowell, Incorporating New Members, 13.  
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associated with affections and the Latin caritas, costliness to life that comes from 
wishing, desiring, and then choosing God’s will.47 Faith integration, writes Packer, 
becomes a “whole-souled response, involving mind, heart, will, and affections.”48 At this 
stage, adolescents integrate what they know and believe into everyday practices. 
The barriers that must be overcome in order to move into the becoming stage are 
comfort and institutionalization.49 Comfort keeps faith from becoming a lifestyle and 
prevents new members of God’s eternal family from becoming adoption agents. A 
lifestyle of sacrifice becomes necessary for full integration. The Apostle Paul affirms this 
in Romans 12:1-2, “I appeal to you . . . to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy 
and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this 
world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that by testing you may discern 
what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect.” The other barrier to 
overcome is the temptation to make the organization more important than the mission. 
Institutionalization misleads new family members into maintaining the organization, 
often making ministry more about programs than relationships. 
Overcoming barriers of comfort and institutionalization enables adolescents to 
make commitments to ministry. Youth who are integrating their faith will be intentional 
about serving and maintaining avenues of adoption.50 Jesus said to his disciples in John 
4:34, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me and to accomplish his work.” 
                                                
47 Latin Dictionary.net, s. v. “caritas,” http://latin-dictionary.net/search/latin/caritas (accessed 
August 13, 2013).  
 
48 Packer, Concise Theology, 159. 
 
49 Adapted from Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Missional Code, 134.  
 
50 Cowell, Incorporating New Members, 13.  
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Desiring and choosing God’s will provides a sense of well-being for those who see 
themselves as more a part of the family than not, with a deep desire to help others feel a 
part of the family as well. The disciples were eventually entrusted with the Great 
Commission, a mission for the Church to help others fully integrate into God’s family. 
 
Adoption and the Great Commission 
 All of creation was brought into existence for one purpose: for God’s glory. The 
glory of God is the task given to nature itself. The psalmist writes, “The heavens declare 
the glory of God, and the sky above proclaims his handiwork” (Ps 19:1). Jesus declares 
his ultimate purpose in a similar fashion when he says, “Father, the hour has come; 
glorify your Son that the Son may glorify you. . . . I glorified you on earth, having 
accomplished the work that you gave me to do” (Jn 17:1, 4). And Paul hints at adoption 
into the family of God as being for the purpose of glorifying God: “[God] predestined us 
for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will, to the 
praise of this glorious grace, with which he has blessed us in the Beloved” (Eph 1:5-6). 
Therefore, the purpose of the Church is to bring glory to God. 
 The Church will bring glory to God most effectively when it lives out the Great 
Commandments and the Great Commission as the family of God. These two statements 
of Jesus summarize what the Church is to be and do. The Church is to be a loving family 
that loves God and loves each other. Jesus said, “Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On 
these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Mt 22:37-40). Because 
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the Church loves God and loves others it will choose to do the will of God. John writes, 
“For this is the love of God, that we keep his commandments. And his commandments 
are not burdensome” (1 Jn 5:3). God’s will as proclaimed by Jesus Christ is, “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded 
you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Mt 28:19-20). 
 The Great Commission addresses the discipleship process as the Church creates 
avenues of adoption. There are four purposes of the Church that coincide with the 
discipleship process of bonding, belonging, believing, and becoming. They are 
evangelism, discipleship, fellowship, and ministry.51 The avenue for adoption is created 
when the Church fulfills its purpose in following this last command of Jesus. Each 
purpose addresses adoptees in the places they find themselves in their own spiritual 
journeys (see table 3). 
 
 
Table 3. The Relationship between the Discipleship Stages of an Adoption Model of Ministry and the Great 




                                                
51 Rick Warren includes worship as part of five purposes for the Church in a slightly different 
order. Worship would coincide with the ultimate purpose of the Church as giving glory to God, but the 
Great Commandments are a part of the purpose of ministry, the final purpose as seen in the Great 
Commission. Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church: Growth without Compromising Your Message 
and Mission (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1995), 103-06.  
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Commission 
Go Make Disciples Baptizing Teaching 
The Great 
Purposes of the 
Church 
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 “Go” is the first part of the Great Commission. The Greek word in the text is 
poreuthentes. This word is an aorist participle so it has characteristics of both a verb and 
an adjective, functioning as an imperative.52 It could be translated as a command: “while 
you go,” “in your going,” or “as you go.”53 This is very important to understanding the 
purpose of evangelism. A person does not leave the local church and go into the world. A 
person rather lives out the ideas of the church wherever he or she is going. Van Gelder 
and Zscheile refer to this notion as “ecclesial being.”54 “Church” happens wherever life 
happens, which means a person does not leave life to go to church or vice-versa.55 
 God is already at work in the world beneath, and the Church is invited to 
participate in what God is already doing.56 As life is lived, believers should be 
participating in evangelism. The redemptive reign of God has broken into human history 
and humans are invited to participate in the missio Dei, “the mission of God.”57 Mission 
should not be a program the Church does, but rather mission is the nature of the Church.58 
Instead of sending missionaries, the Church is the one actually sent, representing the 
                                                
52 Michael S. Heiser and Vincent M. Setterholm, Exegetical Guide: Glossary of Morpho-Syntactic 
Database Terminology (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2013), s. v. "Matthew 28:19."  
 
53 Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Missional Code, 120.  
 
54 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 121. 
 
55 Neil Cole, Organic Church: Growing Faith Where Life Happens (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 
2005), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 489.  
 
56 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 57. 
 
57 Darrell L. Guder and Lois Barrett, Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in 
North America, The Gospel and Our Culture Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 3-4. 
 
58 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 7.  
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family of God to its community and the world.59 This does not mean the Church should 
not send out missionaries. It means that each individual is a missionary and a part of the 
mission of God, being sent out locally and globally as adoption agents. 
 Members of God’s family are adoption agents in their daily lives, creating what 
Hirsch calls “a proximity space.” Any place where Christians and not-yet-Christians can 
interact in a way that is meaningful, within and outside the church walls, is effectively a 
missional space.60 Many churches focus on one or the other side of the “come” and “go” 
continuum. “In your going” or “as you go” would imply that mission really takes place in 
both realms. Evangelism needs to be a part of the Church gathering corporately, but it 
also needs to be lived out in the relationships of individuals in the community. Scripture 
states, “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God . . . 
that they may be saved” (1 Cor 10:31-33). 
If belonging comes before believing, which will be discussed in more detail next, 
then evangelism today does not necessarily follow what John Finney calls a “Roman 
model of evangelism”: presentation, decision, and assimilation.61 The Roman model for 
evangelism follows the process of delivering a message with an invitation to decide to 
believe in Jesus, and if a person decides in a positive way, he or she is welcomed into the 
church. According to Finney, this has been the popular model of evangelism in 
Christendom. In his book, Finding Faith Today: How Does It Happen? Finney reports 
                                                
59 David Jacobus Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, 
American Society of Missiology Series (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 389.  
 
60 Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways, Location 37-38.  
 
61 John Finney, Recovering the Past: Celtic and Roman Mission (London: Darton, Longman & 
Todd, 1996), 79.  
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that things have changed for a post-Christendom culture. Most people today experience 
the Christian faith through relationships, they encounter the gospel through a community 
of faith, and becoming a Christian involves a process that takes time.62 Hunter concludes, 
“Evangelism is now about helping people belong so that they can believe.”63 
The next purpose for the Church comes with Jesus’ command to “make 
disciples.” Evangelism is the catalyst for the discipleship process, associated with 
belonging and identifying. Once an adolescent encounters adoption agents, there is 
common ground created in order for sharing chapters in each other’s stories. Relationship 
building meets the need for authentic community, creating a safe place. Stetzer and 
Putnam explain, “Belonging is an important part of the discipleship process.”64  
If someone belongs or believes, merely identifying or actually internalizing his or 
her faith, that new believer still needs to be welcomed into the family of families with the 
hope that he or she becomes a part of God’s eternal family. Ultimately, God is the one 
who grows people in their faith, moving them through the stages of faith development 
and the discipleship process. The Apostle Paul writes, “I planted, Apollos watered, but 
God gave the growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only 
God who gives the growth” (1 Cor 3:6-7). The Church plants and waters, evangelizes and 
disciples, but God causes growth. Evangelism helps people become disciples. 
Discipleship helps people become a part of fellowship, which is the third purpose of the 
Church.  
                                                
62 John Finney, Finding Faith Today: How Does It Happen? Evangelism Research Findings Series 
(Swindon, England: British & Foreign Bible Society, 1992).  
 
63 Hunter, The Celtic Way of Evangelism, 858. 
 
64 Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Missional Code, 132. 
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In the Great Commission, Jesus tells his followers to baptize those who are being 
made into disciples. He states, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Mt 28:19). As a 
mark and seal of the Holy Spirit, baptism is a spiritual rite of passage, acknowledging the 
gift and work of the Holy Spirit. When a person no longer simply belongs but also 
believes, or when a person no longer is simply a disciple but an actual part of the 
fellowship, baptism becomes a visible rite of passage for those associating with God’s 
eternal family. Baptism is associated with repentance, internalizing faith, and believing; 
baptism meets the Church’s purpose of fellowship.65 According to the Westminster 
Confession of Faith, once someone has professed faith, he or she becomes bound to 
maintain a holy fellowship: “All believers are united to Jesus Christ, their head, by his 
Spirit and by faith, and have fellowship with him in his grace, suffering, death, 
resurrection, and glory. United to one another in love the saints have fellowship in each 
other’s gifts and grace and are obliged to perform those public and private duties which 
nourish their mutual good, both spiritually and physically.”66 
 In the belonging stage, people will have differing agendas and priorities. As they 
enter the believing stage, they have a common purpose and they orient their priorities so 
that they are united in faith. Fellowship, koinonia, is voluntary community, and as it is 
authentically practiced, the Church’s purpose is not simply being together, but rather it is 
being together with a common purpose. Baptism is an expression of this new reality, as 
                                                
65 For this project, baptism is specifically associated with the Great Commission and its order in 
the discipleship process. In the Great Commission, baptism is offered to disciples and implies a turning 
point in the progression of discipleship. 
 
66 Westminster Confession of Faith, "Chapter 26: The Fellowship of the Saints." 
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the person who has left an old life and is starting a new one gains a sense of permanency 
as a part of the family of God.67  
 When a person enters the believing stage of discipleship, he or she takes on the 
characteristics of “sticky faith.” Committing to fellowship reflects a faith that is both 
internal and external; that is, inward realities are being expressed in outward 
manifestations. Fellowship also has nuances of being both personal and communal, 
where disciples are both mature and maturing.68 The Apostle Paul encourages 
discipleship maturity when he writes, “Do not be children in your thinking. Be infants in 
evil, but in your thinking be mature” (1 Cor 14:20). Thus, the fellowship matures and 
takes on the tasks of maintaining avenues of adoption. Paul continues, “So then, as we 
have opportunity, let us do good to everyone [discipleship], and especially to those who 
are of the household of faith [fellowship]” (Gal 6:10). Once someone is a part of the 
fellowship, he or she is being equipped for maintaining avenues of adoption. 
 The purpose of the Church associated with the last stage of the adoption model is 
ministry. Linked to becoming, ministry is substantiated by the last command of the Great 
Commission: “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Mt 28:20). All 
that Jesus commands is summed up in the Great Commandments to love God and love 
each other. Jesus adds, “On these two commandments depend all the Law and the 
Prophets” (Mt 22:40). Teaching disciples to love God and love others invests in the 
essential resources needed for ministry, paving avenues for adoption. 
                                                
67 The Westminster Confession of Faith, "Chapter 28: Baptism." 
 
68 Powell, Griffin, and Crawford, Sticky Faith, Location 179.  
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 An adolescent who bonds, belongs, and believes enters a lifelong process of 
becoming. The Apostle Paul explains that those who are integrating fully into the family 
of God are becoming imitators of Jesus and examples for others to follow (1 Thes 1:6-9). 
The goal is not simply to do what Jesus did, but to become like Jesus in one’s character 
and actions, sharing in Christ’s continued ministry in the world.69 A holistic praxis of 
youth ministry will answer the questions of “How then should we live?” and “What 
should we do?” within the framework of what Ray Anderson calls “Christopraxis.” In his 
book, The Shape of Practical Theology, Anderson explains, “Christopraxis is itself the 
continuation of Christ’s own ministry of revelation and reconciliation. . . . Christopraxis 
is a ministry of making disciples . . . with Christ himself as the discipler.”70 When Jesus 
rose from the dead and met with the disciples, he invited them into a life of becoming and 
helping others to become. “Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father 
has sent me, even so I am sending you’” (Jn 20:20). 
 The fellowship of believers, the family of God, is to be taught to be adoption 
agents. George G. Hunter, III, writes, “Our formation is for the sake of ministry and 
mission; most of our needs are met as we lose ourselves for the sake of Christ and his 
reign in human experience and human affairs.”71 When working in a traditional youth 
ministry model, young people often are brought to the discipleship stage of believing, but 
they are not equipped for maintaining the avenues of adoption. Malan Nel, a contributing 
author for Senter’s Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church, argues for the 
                                                
69 Stetzer and Putman, Breaking the Missional Code, 133.  
 
70 Ray Sherman Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology: Empowering Ministry with 
Theological Praxis (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 53-54.  
 
71 Hunter, The Celtic Way of Evangelism, Location 1696-97. 
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necessity of this type of integration: “Youth ministry is not about finding an extra place 
for yet another ministry, but about finding a place for youths within every ministry.”72 If 
ministries are viewed as avenues of adoption, then family members who feel more a part 
of the family than not will at some point take on the responsibilities of expanding and 
maintaining the family. 
 There are several expressions of ministry that are brought to fruition by practicing 
the Great Commandments. When a person loves God with all of his or her heart, soul, 
and mind, this is ministry to God (worship). When a person loves his or her neighbors, 
meeting their needs, this is ministry to others (nurture), and to the world (mission).73 
There is a three-fold function of the Church as seen in its ministries. Stanley J. Grenz, in 
his book, Theology for the Community of God, explains, “In our common life we are to 
seek to be a true community of faith, manifesting the community bond in corporate 
worship, mutual edification, and outreach to the world.”74 Therefore, youth ministry as an 
avenue of adoption is paved with the functions of worship, nurture, and mission: ministry 
to God, ministry to each other, and ministry to the world (see table 4).75  
  
                                                
72 Malan Nel, “The Inclusive Congregational Approach to Youth Ministry,” in Senter, Four Views 
of Youth Ministry and the Church, Location 542-43.  
 
73 Doug Fields, Purpose-Driven Youth Ministry: 9 Essential Foundations for Healthy Growth 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1998), 50. 
 
74 Stanley J. Grenz, Theology for the Community of God (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000), 
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75 Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids, 
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 The correlation of faith, the Great Commission, and the historical purposes and 
functions of the Church sets the groundwork for thinking about what kind of strategies 
are needed for addressing each stage of adoption. Full integration into the family of God 
is the end result of the discipleship process, but the organic nature of family systems 
makes strategic planning necessary and can be very complicated. With the 
professionalism of youth workers on the rise, training in multiple roles will help with 
implementing the social strategies necessary to help youth progress along each stage.76 
 
Adoption and Social Strategies 
Putnam writes, “Trustworthiness lubricates social life.”77 At the core of 
abandonment is the loss of trust, specifically perceived by adolescents in reference to 
adults. Building trust comes from intentional relationships. Putnam continues, “Frequent 
interaction among a diverse set of people tends to produce a norm of generalized 
                                                
76 On the Campus Explorer website there are 108 schools listed as offering some form of 
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See Campus Explorer, “Colleges,” http://www.campusexplorer.com/colleges/search/?major=mj-3061DB10 
(accessed November 16, 2013). 
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reciprocity. . . . Social capital entails mutual obligation and responsibility for action.”78 
Ministries to God, to each other, and to the world will vary depending on many factors, 
but a holistic model will have ministries that address the complexities of developing both 
a broad and narrow identity of trustworthiness. As a person progresses through the 
discipleship process, strategic engagement will address these two specific social 
dimensions. A broad identity is found in bridging social capital, while a narrow identity is 
discovered in bonding social capital.79 
Bridging social capital is represented by the weak ties between acquaintances, 
while bonding social capital is described as the strong ties of intimacy. Putnam explains, 
“Bridging social capital can generate broader identities and reciprocity, whereas bonding 
social capital bolsters our narrower selves. . . . Bonding social capital constitutes a kind 
of sociological superglue, whereas bridging social capital provides a sociological WD-
40.” 80 Ministry, therefore, needs to both create and maintain social WD-40 (fluidity) and 
social superglue (solidity). Bridging and bonding social capital are not interchangeable, 
but at the same time they are not either-or categories. They represent two aspects of the 
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Figure 4. Social Strategies That Define the Boundaries of Adoption 
 
 
The discipleship processes need to be strategically engaged at each level, 
acknowledging the need for WD-40 and superglue. Respectively, the rails of the adoption 
model are represented by bridging and bonding social capital, creating the boundaries of 
the avenue for adoption. Ministry to the world will need to be both attractional and 
incarnational. Ministry to each other will need to be both large group focused and small 
group focused, addressing religiosity and spirituality. And ministry to God will need to 
be encouraged with both outward and inward disciplines. With these social strategies in 
mind, the role of the youth pastor then becomes one of a missionary, a social worker, a 
pastor, and a mentor, engaging adolescents where they are in the discipleship process and 
guiding them into deeper relationships (See table 5).  
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 A physical and/or emotional link is achieved in the bonding stage of the adoption 
model. Bonding takes place wherever the people of God are found and follows a pattern 
of “gathering and scattering.” Christian Scharen, in Faith as a Way of Life, describes this 
pattern as “gathered into the life of God in Christ through the power of the Spirit and 
scattered for the sake of witness and service in daily life.”81 Ministry to the world is 
therefore a combination of ecclesiology and missiology, that is, of “come” and “go.”82  
 The WD-40 for bonding could be described as an attractional strategy. Psalm 
71:18 states, “So even to old age and gray hairs, O God, do not forsake me, until I 
proclaim your might to another generation, your power to all those to come.” The 
psalmist is hoping to pass on the awe and wonder of God to the next generation. Youth 
will not want to gather with the family of God unless it draws them in and attracts them 
to the social gathering. The most attractive aspect of gathering is authentic community 
being lived out among the people of God, a “collective incarnation” of love, faith, and 
hope.83 
 If a model of ministry is only focused on being attractional, then it will be 
concerned more with programs than with people. Often this has been used to perpetuate 
the semi-parachurch model of peer-to-peer evangelism, increasing the attendance to a 
particular youth ministry, but not fully integrating youth into the family. Social capital is 
complex, and attractional programs function as WD-40, but they are only one side of the 
strategy needed for effective evangelism. The other side of gathering is scattering. The 
                                                
81 Christian Batalden Scharen, Faith as a Way of Life: A Vision for Pastoral Leadership (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 3. 
 
82 Van Gelder and Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective, 6. 
 
83 Senter, Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church, Location 770. 
 113 
other side of attractional is incarnational. Stetzer and Putnam contend, “In North 
America, ‘come and see’ church outreach is still effective in many contexts but, usually, 
only when combined with relational approaches. In many places in North America, 
attractional is still missional, but it must be combined with incarnational ministry.”84 
 The family of God is “called to go,” writes Senter, “to intentionally incarnate 
themselves into a different world.”85 As Jesus was sent, so are his followers sent to be 
light and salt to the world (Mt 5). The incarnation, “being in flesh,” is used with reference 
to the way in which God assumed a human form in Jesus.86 Scripture states, “And the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we have seen his glory” (Jn 1:14). Jesus is 
the “image of the invisible God” so that “whoever has seen [Jesus] has seen the Father” 
(Col 1:15, Jn 14:9). Evangelism cannot only be a “come and see” strategy. To truly 
participate in the missio Dei, adoption agents need to engage the world like Paul did: “To 
the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all 
people, that by all means I might save some” (1 Cor 9:22). Bonding requires both WD-40 
and superglue. Youth ministry needs to be both attractional and incarnational because, as 
Clark writes, “It takes adolescents and their culture seriously enough to provide them a 
sociological and theological bridge from the secularized world of the young into a broad, 
rich community of faith, hope, and love.”87 The youth pastor, then, is a missionary who 
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models an alternative ordering of life in its gathering and who lives out such an 
alternative in its scattering.88  
 A missionary is defined by Thomas Hale in On Being a Missionary as “one who 
is to witness across cultures.”89 In his book, When Kumbaya Is Not Enough, Dean 
Borgman asserts that the youth pastor “must function first as a missionary.”90 Youth 
ministry needs to train people, specifically adults, to engage in cross-cultural mission, 
providing a bridge between Christian adult social capital and the world beneath. 
Missionaries will need knowledge of the Bible and faith, knowledge of themselves, and 
training in interpersonal skills and cross-cultural skills.91 Youth pastors need to be 
culturally sensitive enough to be able to function in multiple cultural environments at the 
same time, both in the family of families with four unique generations represented, but 
also in the world beneath where most adolescents spend their time. Scholarship will be a 
necessary discipline in order to keep up with the discontinuous changes taking place in 
contemporary youth culture. 
 As youth are brought into the family of families, social strategies are enacted to 
create a safe place of belonging. Bridging social capital is accomplished through large 
groups and bonding social capital is found in small groups. Disciples in the early Church 
were found “attending temple together,” large gatherings that created a broad identity for 
the family of families, but also in “in their homes,” intimately connecting with each other 
                                                
88 Scharen, Faith as a Way of Life, 25.  
 
89 Thomas Hale, On Being a Missionary (Pasadena, CA: William Carey Library, 1995), 46.  
 
90 Dean Borgman, When Kumbaya Is Not Enough: A Practical Theology for Youth Ministry 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997), 6.  
 
91 Hale, On Being a Missionary, 33.  
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(Acts 2:46). This provided a wide and deep environment for people to catch and teach the 
Christian faith. 
Large group strategies will provide opportunities for aligning stories in the same 
direction. Parallel stories may not interact often, but they do provide WD-40 to social 
engagements. If adoptees only participate in large group strategies, they will never start 
to experience the intimacy necessary for integrating into the family, and will settle for 
merely identifying with the family. The superglue social strategies of small groups nudge 
parallel stories into combining stories. In bonding, lives are moving in different directions 
and sometimes in conflict with each other. In belonging, people start to live in parallel 
with each other. The social capital in this stage honors the individual and the community, 
allowing independence but promoting interdependence. 
Some of the differences between large and small group social strategies can be 
defined between organizational community and organic community. Organizational 
community is established around affinity-based learning. It is easier to socially connect 
around like-minded cultural norms set by age and phase of life, creating “relational 
spirituality.” Large group strategies are centered on “dwelling.”92 Spiritual dwelling often 
involves attaching to a particular religious community. F. LeRon Shults and Steven J. 
Sandage, in their book, Transforming Spirituality, explain spiritual dwelling as “relating 
to the sacred in ways that feel familiar, comfortable and safe.”93 Integrating ideas of 
theology and psychology, Shults and Sandage continue: 
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At its best, spiritual dwelling can include connection to a spiritual community and 
tradition that legitimize certain rituals and spiritual practices and proved a sense 
of continuity to spiritual experience. But spiritual dwelling can also eventually 
lead to boredom and disappointment as spiritual practices and experiences 
become too predictable or lacking in the vitality necessary for certain 
developmental challenges.94 
 
Organic community requires some sort of small group dynamic and is coupled 
with spiritual “seeking.” Rather than organic community being tied to organized spatial 
metaphors of dwelling, Robert Wuthnow, in his book, After Heaven, describes organic 
community as a “mixture of spiritual and rational, ethical and soteriological, individual 
and collective activities” that promote spiritual seeking.95 In The Present Future, Reggie 
McNeal writes that organic small group strategies develop “a heart-to-heart, life-to-life 
relationship that will support mutual accountability, the capacity to challenge each other’s 
biases and assumptions, and the freedom to assess results and spiritual growth.”96 The 
organic small group strategy is an open-ended journey toward new spiritual experiences 
beyond the organizational large group. 
There is a balance between large group and small group strategies. When focusing 
on one over the other for too long, the avenue for adoption either stagnates from not 
enough intimacy and depth or it will become isolated, forming “holy huddles” that 
exclude the expansion of the family. Successful social strategies will be both WD-40 and 
superglue, a support to belonging by being large and small, organizational and organic, 
and maintaining dwelling and seeking. 
                                                
94 Ibid. 
 
95 Wuthnow, After Heaven, 5. 
 
96 Reggie McNeal, The Present Future: Six Tough Questions for the Church, 1st ed. (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2003), 137.  
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The role of the youth pastor in the belonging stage is one of a social worker.97 
Social work requires skills to help people solve and cope with problems in their everyday 
lives and to diagnose the mental, behavioral, and emotional condition of people.98  
Effectively implementing large and small group strategies will encourage disciples to 
move into the believing stage of fellowship, but new strategies will then be required to 
promote religiosity and spirituality.  
Exploring the differences between religiosity and spirituality will explain how 
each becomes essential to engagement in social strategies that bridge and bond in the 
believing stage. Christopher Meehan, in his article, “Resolving the Confusion in the 
Spiritual Development Debate,” writes, “Not all religious people are spiritual and not all 
spiritual people are religious,” which means there is a connection but also a very real 
distinction between religiosity and spirituality.99 Some view that religion involves creeds 
and catechisms, is external and imitative, and refers to institutions and community, while 
spirituality is individualistic, comes from within, and is internally based on feelings and 
emotions.100 One must be careful in creating too much of a separation between religiosity 
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and spirituality. Though each has uniqueness in its impact on humanity, they overlap as 
domains of spiritual formation.101 
 Spirituality and religiosity are not one and the same, but there is a close 
relationship between the two. There has always been a historical link between spirituality 
and religion; it is likely that when religiosity is rejected, spirituality will also come to be 
suppressed or possibly repressed.102 Religiosity encompasses the informational gathering 
of the intellect and the traditions and rituals of the institution. Spirituality is the relational, 
mystical encounter with the divine.103 When religion is grounded in truth, connected to 
the Holy Spirit, and practically aligning one’s will with God’s will, it becomes the 
environment in which spirituality is developed. The relationship between the two could 
be summarized as follows: spirituality is engagement with God, while believers are 
united with God and each other through religiosity.104 
In the believing stage, people are guided from “passive-congenial” relationships 
into more “vital” relationships. More connections, through shared stories, link disciples 
together and bring them into the fellowship. John Frank Cuber and Peggy B. Harroff, 
authors of The Significant Americans, explain that vital relationships can be understood 
as “exciting mutuality of feelings and participation together in important life segments . . 
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. rather than merely expressing joint activity.”105 Superglue strategies creating vitality are 
often organic, involving the work of the Holy Spirit, so they cannot be easily produced. A 
youth pastor cannot control the religiosity or spirituality of youth, but he or she can 
control the environment where youth congregate. Senter contends, “Fellowship activities 
will promote both collective and age group exclusive experiences but neither to the 
detriment of the other.”106  
 Bridging and bonding ministries will be more holistic in the believing stage when 
parents and families are mutually engaged in strategies of religiosity and spirituality. 
Parents play a critical role in the spiritually of their adolescents. The family provides a 
social identity for young people, helping them make sense of larger more complex social 
identities like ethnicity and religion. The quality of the relationship between parents and 
their youth will have a direct influence on the effectiveness of “parental religious 
socialization.”107 It has been discovered that adolescents are more likely to accept their 
parents’ religiosity if they had a positive relationship with their parents and were securely 
attached. The reverse was true as well: if youth were not securely attached to their 
parents, it resulted in a higher probability that they would either disaffiliate from their 
religious tradition or convert to another.108  
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 The role of leadership at this stage is pastoral. Pastors are shepherds who 
shepherd flocks (Acts 20:28). In the family of families, pastors are given leadership roles 
for the purpose of teaching, preaching, and administering sacraments. They are entrusted 
with creating environments for promoting religiosity and spirituality. The “flock” of the 
youth pastor is the youth of the family of families, but youth are not a flock unto 
themselves. They are a part of the larger flock, the whole church. All the pastors of a 
church have the same flock.109 As the flock grows in its religiosity and spirituality, the 
shepherd has the responsibility of mobilizing the flock, that is, getting the flock moving 
together to new feeding grounds. The pastor mobilizes the fellowship for ministry. 
 The becoming stage of discipleship requires social strategies that encourage 
outward and inward dynamics of love, faith, and hope. Spiritual disciplines become the 
strategic tools used to cultivate a lifestyle of ministry to God, to each other, and to the 
world. Becoming more like Jesus, becoming a part of the family, and becoming adoption 
agents are associated with alignment of will. Integrating fully into the family of God and 
participating in ministry is a natural result of aligning one’s will with God’s will. 
 Richard Foster explains that spiritual discipline is supposed to be a means of 
grace: “By themselves the spiritual disciplines can do nothing; they can only get us to the 
place where something can be done. . . . [They are] the means by which we place 
ourselves where [God] can bless us.”110 Spiritual discipline is a tool, but its practice does 
not necessarily align a person’s will with God’s will. It does, however, allow people to be 
in a place where alignment of will can take place.  
                                                
109 Rice, Reinventing Youth Ministry (Again), Location 1261. 
 
110 Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, 20th anniversary 
ed. (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998), 7.  
 121 
 As tools, spiritual disciplines intentionally increase trust inwardly and outwardly, 
both personally and corporately. Believers are strengthened in fellowship, moving from 
blending stories of “vital” relationships to alignment of stories as “total” trusting 
relationships. John F. Cuber and Peggy B. Harroff discuss total trusting relationships: 
“The total relationship is like the vital relationship with the important addition that it is 
more multifaceted. The points of vital meshing are more numerous – in some cases all of 
the important life foci are vitally shared.”111 Becoming a part of the community of 
oneness requires alignment where living well together is done instinctively. 
 The brain can be cultivated to react instinctively to circumstances. Cultivated 
instincts are a part of cultivating spirituality when spiritual disciplines are applied to 
specific needs that require more trust in God or alignment of will. For example, learning 
to drive a car takes a lot of study in order to learn the language of driving and the process 
of driving. An intellectual knowledge of driving does not equate to an ability to drive. For 
that, someone needs to start putting in hours behind the steering wheel. Starting small, 
with uncomplicated turns and goals, leads to a familiarity with driving which adds 
experience to the intellectual understanding. Over time, with gradual increases in 
complexity, an ability to drive will increase. When someone gets on the freeway, where 
speeds are a lot faster, someone has to be able to react and respond faster. The more 
experience someone has, the more likely his or her brain has been cultivated to respond 
without the need to actively make a choice of what to do. The person responds 
instinctively.  
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 Cultivating spirituality is a lifelong process of learning to align oneself with 
God’s will. With more time and experience, more complicated situations are navigated so 
that alignment of will become an unconscious decision. If there is a specific area in a 
person’s life that is difficult to align with God’s will, there are spiritual disciplines that 
one can focus on in order to focus on the alignment of will. Instead of focusing on the 
problem or sin, alignment with God’s plan becomes the important focus. Through 
religious and spiritual disciplines, outward and inward strategies equip adoption agents to 
maintain avenues of adoption.112 
 There are many practices that could be considered spiritual disciplines.113 Social 
WD-40 and social superglue for the becoming stage would be strategies that promote 
what Willard describes as disciplines of “engagement and abstinence.”114 The category of 
“engagement” connects people to the needs of others while calling believers to be God’s 
heart and hands to the world. The category of “abstinence” detaches people from the 
“hurry, clutter and busyness, and open us to being with God . . . reminding us that we are 
human beings, not human doings, and that God is more concerned with who we become 
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 As youth move from believing to becoming, the youth leader is no longer simply 
a pastor, but he or she takes on the responsibilities of a mentor. It is impossible for a 
youth pastor to be in a close relationship with every adolescent in the church. 
Relationships are too complicated and will not be meaningful if time and space are given 
to everyone equally, effectively giving no one space or time. Time and space are 
necessary for building trust because suffering and joy need to be shared at deep, intimate 
levels. All adolescents have the right to connect with their youth pastor as part of his or 
her flock. Root confirms, “The youth pastor should have a connection to all adolescents” 
in the church, knowing and caring for them, but should be in close relationship with “a 
few,” mentoring them into maturity.116 This does not mean that the other youth in a 
church are neglected. If the family of families is functioning as it is supposed to, other 
adults are equipped to become mentors as well so that no adolescent is without multiple 
adults, sharing the necessary space and time of life’s sufferings and joys.  
 Jesus modeled the various roles of a youth pastor in his life as well. Jesus was a 
missionary to the crowds. He was a social worker to his followers, often healing, feeding, 
and ministering to them. Jesus was a pastor to the twelve, teaching and journeying 
through life together. And Jesus was a mentor to three. Peter, John, and James ended up 
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being included in some special mentoring moments that the other disciples were not, like 
the raising of a dead child in Luke 8:51-52 and the transfiguration in Mark 9:2-3. There 
was an invitation by Jesus to share space and time that involved deep sufferings and joys, 
and he did this while embracing only a few. 
 
The Embrace of Youth Ministry 
 Youth ministry, trying to be firmly planted in the world beneath, is important to 
the adoption process. It helps adolescents adjust to a new family. Through intentional 
relationships, youth ministry is connecting young people with loving adults, imparting a 
sense of safety, providing a sense of permanency, and fostering well-being as completely 
different life stories are joined together into a shared story of future love, faith, and hope. 
 This process is not easy and often barriers need to be overcome in adoption. The 
negative image of the Church and the foreign nature of Christian culture are overcome by 
initiating conversations. The fear of not being accepted and the awareness that life can be 
so much better comes through identifying with others in relationships. Jesus is the 
solution as well as the ultimate barrier to adoption into God’s family. But internalizing 
saving faith comes with a commitment to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Still, the 
adoption process can be stifled by institutionalization when adolescents are not able to 
integrate fully into the family, committing to be a part of the adoption process for 
someone else. 
 Youth ministry is commissioned as an avenue of adoption to go and make 
disciples, baptizing those it disciples and teaching those it baptizes to be adoption agents. 
This is the purpose of youth ministry. Evangelism will increase discipleship, discipleship 
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will increase the fellowship, the fellowship will increase the ministry, and the ministry 
will increase the opportunities for adoption through worship, nurture, and mission. 
 The adoption process is addressed through bridging and bonding strategies—
taking unassociated life stories and getting them to go in the same direction. It is helping 
various people to assimilate into a common family, which only happens when trust is 
present. In order to do this, the adoption process needs leadership that understands 
missionary work, social work, pastoral work, and mentoring.  
 Families can be messy and often dysfunctional, and this includes the local church 
as a family of families.117 Youth ministry will not be successful if success is measured by 
perfect integration. That would be impossible. Success is found in a process that is 
integrating young people enough so that they feel more a part of the family than not.118 
With a holistic adoption process, an adolescent will be funneled through the process: 
bonding to belong, belonging to believe, believing to become, becoming adoption agents 
to support the adoption process through ministry to God, ministry to each other and 
ministry to the world, and being shaped by and shaping the family of God.119 
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EVALUATING YOUTH MINISTRY CURRENTS 
 
 When it comes to evaluating a particular ministry model, there are many factors 
that can be addressed. The tangibles, like programming, environment, and social capital, 
can be measured, but there are intangibles that can be very complicated to measure. For 
example, it is difficult to measure a person’s faith, spiritual formation, the discipleship 
process in regard to each person’s unique faith narrative, the work of the Holy Spirit, or a 
successful youth ministry. 
 The feelings of parents and youth about the ministry, the approval of church 
leadership, and the stability of youth programs are not suitable for measuring success.1 
Senter contends, “Most churches want to create and sustain a healthy youth ministry out 
of pragmatic need, rather than theological and ecclesiological conviction.”2 Therefore, 
the true measure of success is in the ability and willingness of the family of families to 
fully adopt youth into the family. It is difficult to establish a base line for measurement 
                                                
1 Senter, Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church, Location 2492. 
 
2 Ibid., Location 2509. 
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when one is trying to measure the success of people being adopted into the family of 
God. There are many subjective elements. 
 The nautical language used in this project has provided a means of evaluating 
ministry models in regard to the fluidity and complexity of many factors. A “current 
meter” is used to measure the direction and velocity of ocean currents. Current meters 
usually have a vane to determine the direction of currents and some sort of propeller 
rotation to register the velocity.3 Since the major cultural influencer of the world beneath 
is abandonment and the major cultural influence of the Church should be adoption, the 
base line for evaluation is the vane of direction. Therefore, the major question to ask in 
evaluation is one of movement: Are particular ministries moving towards abandonment 
or adoption?  
 The second question is one of velocity: Is this strongly moving towards 
abandonment or adoption or is it only weakly moving in one way or the other? The 
subjectivity of this type of evaluation may not satisfy those who are looking for solutions 
to technical problems such as the next five- or seven-step process to making a ministry 
better. It will, however, ask the right questions for those who are facing adaptive 
challenges and creating holding environments with their leadership teams and church 
members, trying to find solutions to the problems facing the Church of today.  
 For this chapter, an evaluation tool is formed around the currents of theology, 
context, and discipleship, asking the questions of direction and velocity towards 
abandonment or adoption. Then several adaptive challenges facing youth ministry will be 
                                                
3 C. Reid Nichols and Robert G. Williams, Encyclopedia of Marine Science, Facts on File Science 
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introduced and discussed. In light of the evaluation tool and adaptive challenges facing 
youth ministry, SCC will be assessed. 
 
Measuring Currents of Abandonment and Adoption 
 A current meter is used to measure direction and velocity, but it is able to take 
these measurements at different depths. There are three different depths that need to be 
measured when evaluating youth ministry. The deepest current to measure is the 
theological current. The direction and velocity of this current will affect everything else 
being done in ministry. The next current to measure is the contextual current, followed by 
the discipleship current. Theology influences context, and context influences the process 
of discipleship. The evaluation tool that will be used for this project, called Adoption 
Versus Abandonment Currents (AVAC), is a current meter for measuring the direction 
and velocity of the theological, contextual, and discipleship currents of a specific ministry 
and its influence on a particular youth (see figure 5).4 
 The theological current addresses the beliefs and goals of a particular ministry. 
The ideas that guide the actions of a person reveal what he or she believes. In his book, 
Making Spiritual Sense, Scott Cormode writes, “Beliefs form the core of most 
congregations’ self-perception [and] for understanding situations in the world.”5 When 
evaluating youth ministry, it is important to take into account what is written concerning 
what is believed, but it is also important to look at the actions of those involved and how 
                                                
4 Adapted from the AVAC Template of Evaluation presented by Nelson Silva, Mau Tuaoi, and 
Bradley Howell at the 2009 DMin Youth, Family and Culture Cohort, Fuller Theological Seminary, 
Pasadena CA, October 27, 2011. 
 
5 Scott Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense: Christian Leaders as Spiritual Interpreters (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2006), 74. 
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they are lived out. People live what they believe.6 Some of the questions to ask 
concerning beliefs are: Is there a hermeneutic of adoption in the statement of faith? Does 
the church use family language? Do adolescents feel welcomed into the family by the 
youth ministry and the people of a church? 
Figure 5: The AVAC Tool of Evaluation. The paper boat represents the youth of youth ministry. The 
current meter gauges the direction and speed of theological, contextual, and discipleship currents, 
determining if an element of ministry is moving towards abandonment or adoption. 
 
Source: Adapted from the AVAC Template of Evaluation presented by Nelson Silva, Mau Tuaoi, and 
Bradley Howell at the 2009 DMin Youth, Family and Culture Cohort, Fuller Theological Seminary, 
Pasadena CA, October 27, 2011. 
 
 What is believed then determines the goals and purposes of a ministry. This is 
often written as a vision or purpose statement that orients the actions of the church 
towards a unified goal. The final goal, intent, or product is the telos.7 Praxis is the deed, 
                                                
6 Lee G. Bolman and Terrence E. Deal, Reframing Organizations: Artistry, Choice, and 
Leadership, 4th ed., The Jossey-Bass Business & Management Series (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 
255. 
 
7 Logos Bible Software, Dictionary of Biblical Languages: Greek (New Testament), s. v. “telos.” 
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action, or practice that is produced that points to telos.8 When evaluating ministry, one 
must consider whether the telos of the ministry is expanding the Kingdom of God 
through expanding the family of God, and whether the praxis of the ministry is always 
realigning with the Kingdom of God by practicing holistic adoption. When evaluating 
ministry, it is important to remember that the results people hope to achieve provide 
insight into the purpose of the ministries. 
 The contextual currents of a ministry take into account the boundaries and 
connections of a particular community, understanding the narrative that holds a group of 
people together.9 It is important to understand the culture and environment of the ministry 
in order to learn whether the world beneath is being encountered with authentic 
community. In evaluating the ministry, one must consider whether psychosocial 
development is being addressed properly, providing age appropriate learning but also 
integrating youth into a multigenerational community. One must also consider whether 
there is an understanding of the multi-layered social practices that are necessary for 
guiding adoptees into the family. Asking questions about faith narratives can reveal 
contextual currents as well. The evaluator might ask what stories people share, who is 
considered a hero of the community and why, and whether there is a shared faith and 
culture tying together the past, present, and future.10  
 The discipleship current reveals the values and practices of a particular ministry. 
Exploring the characteristics that a group hopes to embody and the nature of its 
                                                
8 Ibid., s. v. “praxis.” 
 
9 Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense, 70. 
 
10 Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations, 291.  
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religiosity reveals if the discipleship stages are acknowledged and addressed. Cormode 
writes, “Churches regularly spend a great deal of their youth-directed energy inculcating 
values.”11 The actions of a church express the heart of what they value and believe to be 
important. Often, a test to determine the values of a church is to see where money and 
time is designated. Questions to ask when evaluating discipleship currents should include 
inquiry into faith and its development. The evaluator should ask whether religiosity and 
spirituality are being addressed in a progressive way, moving people through discipleship 
into the family, and what rituals are in place, such as Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, for 
celebrating and inspiring deeper discipleship. 
 Taking into account the base line of movement towards abandonment or adoption 
along with the currents of theology, context, and discipleship, a tool can be designed to 
gauge direction and velocity. This evaluation tool engages the mind, heart passion, and 
experience of leadership teams and congregations, providing opportunities to collectively 
find answers to some tough questions facing youth ministry today. Each current has 
questions associated with it to evaluate the movement towards abandonment or adoption 
by sensing the current as weak, moderate, or strong in its movement one way or the other 
(see Appendix A). This evaluation tool provides a broad view of how ministry is 
operating, and when combined with several adaptive challenges facing youth ministry, 






                                                
11 Cormode, Making Spiritual Sense, 78. 
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Adaptive Challenges in Youth Ministry 
 Adaptive challenges have no easy answers. When deeply held beliefs are 
challenged, then adaptive change is necessary. When values that brought success have 
become less relevant, ministry is facing an adaptive challenge. Legitimate and yet 
competing perspectives are emerging concerning youth ministry, therefore making it 
difficult to confidently move forward with specific changes. It can be overwhelming 
when dealing with adaptive challenges because there are so many facing youth ministry 
today. Three adaptive challenges that will be discussed for this project concern peer 
evangelism, generational cultures, and “rock star” youth pastors. 
 
Peer Evangelism 
 Youth ministry has been relying on youth themselves to do mission and outreach. 
As part of the family of families, youth should be equipped to become adoption agents, 
but too many of them have not progressed through the discipleship process, integrating 
their faith and taking on the responsibilities of ministry. The discipleship process is a 
lifelong journey, and with God as the one who causes growth, there is no guarantee that 
youth will be mature enough to be primary instruments of evangelism. The reality is that 
most adults themselves are unable or unwilling to do evangelism, so it is inappropriate 
for young people to be expected to do it willingly and successfully.12  
 Peer-to-peer evangelism has a role in attractional methods of ministry, where an 
attractive program is planned and youth are encouraged to invite their friends to 
participate. However, this type of evangelism is not working mainly because the social 
                                                
12 Clark, in Senter, Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church. Location 2619 
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structures of adolescents have changed too much. The movement from cliques to clusters 
has formed small tight bonds between three to eight youth based on their self-concept. 
Clusters struggle with social participation with other clusters due to fear of rejection. This 
means that most of the youth coming to a particular youth ministry are close friends with 
people who are already coming as well, or they will only attract youth who are similar to 
them.13  
 Program-centered ministry often becomes church-based babysitting for 
adolescents.14 When combined with the reality that revivalistic evangelism is going out 
with the Builder generation, it becomes clear that come-and-see attractional methods 
need to shift and be balanced with to go-and-show incarnational methods.15 Structures 
and methods of evangelism for youth need to take into account adolescent psychosocial 
development, faith development, and cultural sensitivity towards the world beneath. All 
these realities show a need for change, but this does not mean, as some suggest, that 
youth ministry is the problem.16 Youth ministry is in a unique situation to be a major part 
of the solution if done appropriately. However, this will take the mobilization of all four 






                                                
13 Chap Clark, “The Missional Approach to Youth Ministry,” in Senter, Four Views of Youth 
Ministry and the Church, Location 2625. 
 
14 Senter, When God Shows Up, 307. 
 
15 McIntosh, One Church, Four Generations, 226. 
 
16 Brown, A Weed in the Church, Location 254. 
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Generational Cultures 
 A generation is a group of people who are shaped by common boundaries and a 
common character, and who are connected by their place in time.17 Gone are the days of 
designing church ministry for a single mass of people because in most churches all 
generations are present and therefore ministry must include them all. Gary McIntosh, in 
his book, One Church, Four Generations, writes, “Historically, four generations often 
exist together, interlaced in a particular moment of time: young, adult, mature, and senior. 
Today these four generations are called the Bridgers, Busters, Boomers, and Builders.”18 
The Church has the challenge of serving God’s unchanging purpose among a particular 
generation in a changing generational scene.19 
 One of the biggest challenges facing the Church is the consensus that ministry 
needs to be multi-generational. J. I. Packer has stated the following: “Generations should 
be mixed up in the church for the glory of God.”20 Unfortunately, most models of 
ministry have created an age segregation that has replaced the older mentoring the 
younger.21 The result is that youth ministry has unintentionally participated in removing 
                                                
17 McIntosh, One Church, Four Generations, 11.  
 
18 Ibid., 10.  
 
19 Ibid., 23.  
 
20 J. I. Packer, as quoted in Shane Rosenthal, "The State of Evangelicalism: An Interview with J. I. 
Packer," Modern Reformation 17, no. 4 (July/August 2008). 
 
21 Brown, A Weed in the Church, Location 308.  
 
 136 
adult social capital in the lives of youth rather than being a resource. Interrelationships 
must become a priority again.22 
 The problem comes when discussing who needs to change. The older generations 
point to the younger and the younger generations point to the older; both want the other 
to change and accommodate their own particular generational culture. Too often churches 
want youth to participate as adults participate, not taking into account their development 
needs and required channels of energy and idealism.23 Youth need their own ways to 
develop faith, make faith commitments, and explore truth. Youth have become fairly 
adept at dealing with changing environments, but adults often must face more difficult 
change in order to move towards multigenerational ministry.24 
 Older generations want to see young people active in the church, but the 
differences in generational culture make it difficult to relate to each other. It is said on 
occasion at SCC that youth are the future of the church. Thus, there is a value placed on 
the spiritual development of youth, but that value is placed on when they become 
participants as adults. However, youth need to be a part of the church in the present. They 
cannot be the future of the church unless they are allowed to be a part of the church of 
today. Age-appropriate learning environments are still necessary in churches, but a 
restructuring of the faith community is needed for adolescents to become a more vital 
                                                
22 D. B. Guernsey, A New Design for Family Ministry (Colorado Springs: David C Cook, 1982), 
99. 
 
23 Chap Clark in Senter, Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church, Location 1039.  
 
24 Ibid., Location 3873.  
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part of Christian fellowship.25 This means that all the responsibility for the discipleship of 
youth cannot be placed solely on the youth pastor. 
 
“Rock Star” Youth Pastors 
 Neil Cole, in Organic Church, writes, “The conventional church has become so 
complicated and difficult to pull off that only a rare person who is a professional can do it 
every week.”26 This is true for many youth ministries as well. The complexities of 
ministry often take the functions of the church out of the hands of the common church 
family member and place it into the hands of a few professionals. On one hand, the 
professional youth worker brings the knowledge and experience to manage the 
theological, contextual, and discipleship currents of ministry. On the other hand, many 
people in the church become passive spectators as they hire the right person who they 
think will solve all and any problems that the church might face.27 
 Good attendance numbers often determine the success of a program-based 
ministry. The assumption is that if there is numerical growth, then youth ministry must be 
doing something right. However, too often the numerical growth of ministry is tied to the 
personality of a particular youth pastor, creating a high demand for “rock star” youth 
pastors. A “rock star” youth pastor could be described as a dynamic, relational, top-tier, 
                                                
25 Senter, When God Shows Up, 312.  
 
26 Cole, Organic Church, Location 522. 
 
27 Senter, Four Views of Youth Ministry and the Church, Location 388. 
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creative, theologically informed twenty-something who can entertain while delivering 
life-changing messages for part-time pay.28  
 Expectations like this are not often met, but the problem is usually determined to 
be with the youth minister, not with the unsustainable expectations. Wayne Rice and 
Miles McPherson, as quoted in Mark DeVries’s book, Sustainable Youth Ministry, write, 
“Like a light bulb attracts bugs, we expect the youth pastor to attract kids. When the 
youth pastor burns out, the kids go away, and the search for a new bulb begins (along 
with the hope that this one will last just a bit longer).”29 Even when the expectations are 
met and numbers increase, this type of ministry is creating a false sense of success. 
Inflation around a personality does not equal growth because when the personality leaves 
a program will experience deflation. This means that too often faith is being imprinted on 
a youth pastor rather than being imprinted on Jesus.30 
 The expectations put on the expert in youth ministry often give parents the 
freedom to not carry the responsibility of guiding the spiritual formation of their children. 
Parents begin to believe that this is the responsibility of the “expert.” It is important to 
consider, however, whether a person in his or her twenties can truly be an expert in 
anything. If the direction of youth ministry needs to shift towards a more family-based 
model of ministry, where parents are equipped as the primary influencers in the lives of 
their children, then it is natural to question whether a person without a family, or perhaps 
with a young family, can be an expert in what parents are going through with teenagers. 
                                                
28 Mark DeVries, Sustainable Youth Ministry: Why Most Youth Ministry Doesn't Last and What 
Your Church Can Do About It (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2010), 44. 
 
29 Wayne Rice and Miles McPherson, as quoted in DeVries, Sustainable Youth Ministry, 49. 
 
30 Cole, Organic Church, Location 1633.  
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If what youth need is more adult social capital, then one must also question how the late 
adolescent youth worker, who has no experience recruiting and training adults, will 
increase adult social capital. If the young youth pastor of today is struggling with taking 
on the mantle of adulthood, certainly this person should not be the primary source for 
helping others into adulthood. This is a way that the church has potential to further 
abandonment rather than to counter it. The youth worker is abandoned when too many 
families, elders, and other concerned adults have been removed from the lives of 
adolescents by simply expecting the youth pastor (often still in late adolescence) to take 
care of it all.31  
 The “rock star” youth pastor can sometimes lead a program successfully for a 
time, but the skills necessary for leading and managing a ministry for long-term 
sustainability are unique. Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal, in their book, Reframing 
Organizations, explain, “Leading and managing are different, but they're equally 
important. If an organization is overmanaged but underled, it eventually loses any sense 
of spirit or purpose. A poorly managed organization with a strong, charismatic leader 
may soar briefly-only to crash shortly thereafter.”32 The future of youth ministry within 
the boundaries of a holistic family ministry will require leaders who are able to lead and 
manage people of all ages and will empower parents to take on the responsibility of 
spiritual formation in their children. The challenge is to make sure that emerging adult 
youth pastors have enough adult social capital themselves to be successful. These three 
                                                
31 DeVries, Sustainable Youth Ministry, 50. 
 
32 Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations, Location viii. 
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adaptive challenges and the AVAC evaluation tool of ministry currents are tools to help 
SCC become a part of the solution of systemic abandonment. 
 
Evaluating Sequim Community Church 
 The purpose of this project is to explore how youth ministry can counter systemic 
abandonment of adolescents by instituting a holistic praxis of adoption. Systemic issues 
require a reformation of the systems and structures that have perpetuated abandonment. 
The Church is able to live out adoption as an answer to abandonment, setting an example 
of adult social capital for other institutions to follow. 
 The practical application for this ministry project is to address specific goals that 
will help adjust the course of youth ministry at SCC towards a holistic praxis of adoption. 
SCC was evaluated using the AVAC evaluation tool. From this evaluation, several areas 
are determined to be moving towards furthering abandonment. Focusing on just a few 
areas will help narrow down the strategic response necessary to adjust the course of youth 
ministry at SCC.  
 The first area of evaluation addresses the theological current and the adaptive 
challenge of peer evangelism. The AVAC evaluation tool revealed that the youth 
ministry at SCC has an average score of a moderate movement towards adoption in the 
theological current. The lowest score was on the first question concerning a hermeneutic 
of adoption into the family of God. The highest score was associated with the question of 
the Great Commission as a part of program design. The Great Commission has had an 
important role in directing evangelism at SCC and is a major part of the vision and 
mission of the church.  
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 The movement towards abandonment in this area comes from the lack of an 
adoption hermeneutic to direct the evangelism of SCC. Peer evangelism has been the 
main method of evangelism, calling on all ages and stages of life to invite their peers to 
attractive programming. By incorporating a hermeneutic of adoption into the vision and 
mission of the church, the attractional programming can become more balanced with 
incarnational methods of evangelism.  
 The second area of evaluation addresses the contextual current and the adaptive 
challenge of generational cultures. The lowest score within the contextual current at SCC 
was associated with the social strategy question concerning social superglue. A strong 
movement towards abandonment on this question shows that the youth ministry at SCC 
needs to discuss how it can be more incarnational in the surrounding community and the 
world beneath. 
 The solution to implementing incarnational ministry at SCC is adult social capital 
entering and influencing the world beneath. This can only be addressed by mobilizing all 
ages and addressing the cultural challenges of four distinct generations. Cross-cultural 
ministry must take on the perception of being necessary within particular communities, 
rather than perceiving that it is only necessary globally. A better hermeneutic of adoption, 
emphasizing family ministry, will address the importance of incarnational ministry, 
which in turn directly influences the third area of evaluation.  
 The third area of evaluation addresses the discipleship current and the adaptive 
challenge of “rock star” youth pastors. The scores of the discipleship current at SCC 
reveal the need to be more intentional about providing opportunities for deeper faith 
commitments and participation of youth as adoption agents beyond peer evangelism. By 
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imprinting more on Jesus and less on “rock star” youth pastors, discipleship will become 
less interrupted by the revolving door of youth pastors. A discipleship process that is 
encouraged by multiple adults apart from the youth pastor will help create a sense of 
family that does not feel like further abandonment when the youth pastor and the 
personality associated with his or her ministry changes. Establishing principles for 
sustainable youth ministry that adopt youth into the family of God without being 
codependent on the youth pastor will help direct SCC towards a more holistic application 
of family expansion. 
 Now that SCC has a sense of direction and velocity towards abandonment or 
adoption, it is appropriate to look at how to start implementing change. There is no 
technical solution to adaptive problems; therefore, leading change is a daunting task. The 
goal is not to change the direction of an individual, but to adjust the forces in the 
environment so that then the individual is drawn in the right direction. The next chapter 
investigates how to adjust the course of youth ministry, providing the foundation for 












ADJUSTING THE COURSE OF YOUTH MINISTRY 
 
 
 Change disrupts the comfort of living life on automatic. It is even more difficult 
to lead change within a whole community, with each person having his or her own set of 
commitments, perspectives, and histories. However, the church in the tradition of SCC 
must be reformed and always reforming to Scripture, including its views of ecclesiology.  
 Hans Kung was a Roman Catholic theologian who faced criticism for his idea that 
the Church always needs renewal. In the late 1960s Kung said, “It is impossible simply to 
preserve the Church for all time in the original form it enjoyed as the primitive Church. 
Changing times demand changing forms.”1 Since the Church is made up of a family of 
families, often with all of the dysfunction and imperfection found in most families, it is 
possible that “the church can always err and therefore it must also be prepared to orient 
itself anew, to renew itself.”2  
 When a person’s story from the world beneath, which is lacking love, faith, and 
hope, is joined with a community story of authentic love, faith, and hope, then a new 
                                                
1 Hans Küng, The Church (London: Burns & Oates, 1967), 341.  
 
2 Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, An Introduction to Ecclesiology: Ecumenical, Historical & Global 
Perspectives (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2002), Electronic Kindle Edition: Location 104. 
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story is created.3 The local church needs to be able to adapt to the constant changing story 
of the growing family of families. This means that the church in form will reflect the 
content of its members; however, the content of its message remains the same and is 
without compromise. To change the content of its message, in the end, would undermine 
love, faith, and hope, making the good news of the church unpredictable and, therefore, 
untrustworthy in meeting the deepest needs of the world beneath. 
 Adjusting the course of youth ministry should not be treated as a technical 
problem with a quick fix. There is an institutional culture found within most churches, 
and in order to carry out adaptive change, they need modification to the infrastructure or 
“infra-culture.”4 Changing the infra-culture of a church requires adaptive change, dealing 
with the mental models that people have. Ronald A. Heifetz, in his book, Leadership 
without Easy Answers, writes, “Shifting their expectations is a polite way of saying . . . to 
fail their expectations at a rate they can stand.”5  
 An expectation for how things are supposed to be is a mental model; it is each 
person’s definition of what is supposed to be. When trying to change the infra-culture of 
youth ministry, the local church, and the world beneath, one must deal with mental 
models. Understanding people’s expectations allows for the ability to predictably fail 
those expectations at a rate they can stand. Bolman and Deal explain, “Unless people 
have the skills and confidence to do what change requires, they will resist the change and 
                                                
3 Scott Cormode, "Constructing Faithful Action: Inculcating a Method for Reflective Ministry," 
Journal of Religious Leadership 3(2004), http://arl-jrl.org/Volumes/Cormode04.pdf (accessed August 30, 
2012). 
 
4 P. N. Stearns, Encyclopaedia of Social History (Oxford, England: Taylor & Francis, 1993), 442. 
 
5 Heifetz, Leadership without Easy Answers, 83.  
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even sabotage it.”6 Leaders cannot solve adaptive changes like they would technical 
problems. Mobilizing people for adaptive change must be evoked, not imposed.7 Heifetz 
and Laurie assert that “solutions to adaptive challenges reside not in [pastors] but in the 
collective intelligence of [the church] at all levels, who need to use one another as 
resources, often across boundaries, and learn their way to those solutions.”8 Jesus set this 
example when he transformed the infra-culture of Judaism, “reframing” how the people 
thought about the Messiah, adjusting the course of discipleship and the Church. 
 There will be three areas of understanding to help adjust the course of youth 
ministry at SCC and to reframe how people think about youth ministry, adolescents, and 
the world beneath. First, three different frameworks from which people operate will be 
explored. Second, the frameworks will be applied to the leadership structure of SCC. 
Third, managing course adjustments will require creating spaces for regulating distress, 
dealing with anticipated problems, and making sure that those trying to adjust the course 
of youth ministry are not “thrown overboard” when people look to blame someone for 
making them feel uncomfortable. These three areas, then, lay the framework for creating 







                                                
6 Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations, Location 4550.  
 
7 W. R. Miller, Motivational Enhancement Therapy Manual: A Clinical Research Guide for 
Therapists Treating Individuals with Alcohol Abuse and Dependence (Darby, PA: Diane Publishing 
Company, 1994), 8.  
 
8 Heifetz and Laurie, "The Work of Leadership," 6.  
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Dealing with Mental Models and Frames 
 Bolman and Deal discuss frames and mental models: “A frame is a mental 
model—a set of ideas and assumptions—that you carry in your head to help you 
understand and negotiate a particular ‘territory.’”9 Bolman and Deal, in their book 
Reframing Organizations, “consolidate major schools of organizational thought into a 
comprehensive framework encompassing four perspectives. . . drawn much from the 
social sciences—particularly sociology, psychology, political science, and 
anthropology.”10 In so doing, they offer insight into understanding the mental models that 
the people at SCC might be operating from and therefore open up opportunities for 
addressing adaptive change.  
 Bolman and Deal’s first frame is the “structural frame.” The authors write, “The 
structural approach focuses on the architecture of organization—the design of units and 
subunits, rules and roles, and goals and policies.”11 The organization is defined in terms 
of roles and responsibilities, and therefore the purpose is to organize and accomplish 
goals, setting aside emotions in order to operate more rationally. Informed by sociology, 
this type of organization is best described as a factory, and when applied to a church, the 
inherent ecclesiology of the structural perspective is “the church as organization.”12 
                                                
9 Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations, 11.  
 
10 Ibid., 14. 
 
11 Ibid., 21. 
 
12 Scott Cormode, “Overview of Leadership” (class notes, CF565 Empowering the People of God: 
Youth, Family, and Culture, Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, CA, Fall 2011).  
 147 
Leaders are the ones who make decisions concerning programs, policy, and budget, 
making the vision for the organization a “step-wise plan.”13  
The second frame is the “relational frame.” “The human resource lens emphasizes 
understanding people, their strengths and weaknesses, reason and emotion, and desires 
and fears.”14 The organization is viewed in terms of relationships; its purpose is to serve 
people and to provide people within the organization with a venue to do fulfilling work. 
Informed by social psychology, this framework is associated with a family, and when 
applied to the church, “the underlying ecclesiology is the church as a family.”15 
The third frame is a “symbolic frame.” “The symbolic frame focuses on issues of 
meaning and faith. It puts ritual, ceremony, story, play, and culture at the heart of 
organizational life.”16 The organization is defined in terms of stories and meaning, 
causing the organization to be a culture. Informed by cultural anthropology, this 
framework lifts up the narrative of the organization. Stories provide ways to interpret 
meaning, and rituals enact stories. The symbolic perspective allows for ambiguity in 
goals and outcomes. The ecclesiology inherent in this frame sees the church as a 
culture.17 
                                                
13 Cormode, “Overview of Leadership.” 
 
14 Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations, 21. 
 
15 Cormode, “Overview of Leadership.” 
 
16 Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations, 21. 
 
17 Cormode, “Overview of Leadership.” 
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 Mental maps influence how one interprets the world. Since one of the roles of a 
leader is to define reality, differences in theory can actually create differences in reality.18 
The Pygmalion effect (self-fulfilling prophecies) implies that leaders are able to create 
new mental models for people to inhabit.19 Mental models set expectations, and to move 
through adaptive change, it is necessary to create new mental models, creating new 
expectations. Bolman and Deal write, “In Western cultures, particularly, there is a 
tendency to embrace one theory or ideology and to try to make the world conform.”20 The 
frames do not necessarily have to compete with each other, but instead they may 
complement one another. Instead of viewing the multiple frameworks as “fragmented,” it 
will be important to view them as “pluralistic.” Bolman and Deal explain that each one 
should be viewed as “helpful and having blind spots. . . . Each tells its own story about 
organizations. The ability to shift nimbly from one to another helps redefine situations so 
they become understandable and manageable.”21 
 Knowing the internal workings of each frame provides for a more clear 
understanding of how SCC functions as an organization, a church, and a family of 
families. Each framework can be found operating within the church itself. The next 
section will explore how these mental models are being lived out within the Presbyterian 
system of government at SCC. 
 
                                                
18 DePree, Leadership Is an Art, Location 269. 
 
19 Lenore Jacobson Robert Rosenthal, Pygmalion in the Classroom: Teacher Expectation and 
Pupils' Intellectual Development (Norwalk, CT: Crown House, 2003). 
 
20 Bolman and Deal, Reframing Organizations, 40.  
 
21 Ibid., 41.  
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Leadership Models and Frameworks at SCC 
 The tradition of SCC is described doctrinally as Reformed in faith and 
Presbyterian in government. The word “Presbyterian” comes from the Greek 
presbuterion, meaning “elder.”22 This means that a particular church or local church is 
ruled by elders. Unlike an Episcopal church government, where government is from the 
top down and often referred to as a “hierarchical,” and unlike a Congregational church 
government, where each congregation is separate and independent from any other 
controlling body, the Presbyterian Church government is a little of both, being more of a 
representative system.23 
 In a particular Presbyterian church, the congregation elects people as “Ruling 
Elders” to be their representatives. These Ruling Elders govern the local church along 
with the Teaching Elders, the pastors of a congregation. Together they form the Session. 
The Session governs the local church, but it is also a part of a larger governing body 
made up of the congregations within a specific geographical area called a Presbytery. In 
the Evangelical Presbyterian Church, each year there is a General Assembly made up of 
representatives of each particular church (not each Presbytery), making three separate 
“courts” for review and control: Sessions, Presbyteries, and General Assembly. Elders are 
expected to represent Jesus Christ primarily and the congregation second, ruling and 
voting in alignment with the Holy Spirit’s leading and God’s will, making it a matter of 
conscience. Presbyterians are hierarchical in that they have three tiers of review and 
                                                
22 James Strong, Enhanced Strong's Lexicon (Bellingham, WA: Logos Bible Software, 2001), s. v. 
"presbyterion."   
 
23 Evangelical Presbyterian Church, Evangelical Presbyterian Church Leadership Training Guide, 
2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Christian Education and Publications Committee, Evangelical Presbyterian 
Church, 2010), 153.  
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control, but each tier is represented by the local congregation, which chooses two Ruling 
Elders to represent the local church along with each Teaching Elder.24 
 Presbyterians describe themselves as preferring everything to be done “decently 
and in order,” working within a structural frame (1 Cor 14:40). Therefore, the Session at 
SCC primarily reflects the structural frame as mentioned before; however, the relational 
and symbolic frames are also at work within the life of the Church. Understanding when 
and where these different frames are functioning will give insight into how to mobilize 
adaptive work at SCC. 
 The Session at SCC has a Ruling Elder to represent each area of church ministry. 
For example, there are committees for Congregational Life, Building and Finance, 
Worship, Congregational Life, Children’s Ministry, Missions, and Youth Ministry. Each 
committee has an elder who reports to the session on behalf of that particular ministry. 
The Session makes decisions and plans through the committee process, delegating 
necessary roles and responsibilities. The congregation, through the eyes of the Session, is 
viewed as an organization with formal and positional authority, providing leadership to 
the church through elected Ruling Elders. When the Session meets together, Session 
members see their roles as making decisions and doing tasks. 
 For some of the ministry areas in the church, the Session has hired “experts” to 
help with the running of a particular ministry. For example, the youth pastor’s role at 
SCC is that of an associate pastor as well as a Teaching Elder, and this individual works 
with the Ruling Elder assigned to the Youth Committee. Together they work with the 
Youth Committee to plan and budget all programs directed to youth in the church and the 
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community. A children’s director was hired for programming with children, and a 
worship director was hired to work with the Worship Committee. Therefore, the Session 
and the committees of SCC operate mainly through a structural framework. 
 Depending on the needs for a particular ministry within the church, there are 
groups of volunteers. Volunteers are organized by the Session committees and work more 
within the relational frame. Volunteers are empowered to build relationships, 
strengthening the congregation as a community. Volunteers are trained for their roles 
based on their giftedness and then trusted to be pro-active in their particular ministries. 
Due to the variety of schedules and abilities, volunteer leaders have roles that are more 
informal and relational in their authority. When volunteers meet together, there are some 
aspects of task assignments, but the main goal is to strengthen relationships and build 
“team” unity. It is within these volunteer groups that the goal of relational ministry is 
accomplished to help counter abandonment by providing authentic trusting relationships 
between adult volunteers and youth. The hope of these relationships is that youth might 
be positioned to be able to experience community, faith development, and hope in a 
trusting relationship with Jesus Christ, being adopted into God’s family. 
 The ministerial staff at SCC is made up of Teaching Elders and several leaders 
with expertise in specific areas of ministry, namely: the senior pastor, the associate pastor 
to adults, the associate pastor to youth, the children’s director, and the worship director. 
The staff functions within the symbolic frame, making meaning and creating stories for 
people to inhabit. Providing leadership to their specific areas of ministry, the staff views 
the congregation as a culture represented by the people of God. Meaning is conveyed 
through symbols, and authority is granted through persuasion. The staff creates a vision 
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for their particular ministries that orients people towards the vision and mission of the 
church, encouraging the congregation to inhabit a shared story of a future love, faith, and 
hope.  
 The senior pastor operates from the symbolic frame at each level of authority 
within the church. Even though the Session and committees operate in a structural mental 
model, the senior pastor orients the administrative process towards the vision of the 
church. The ministerial staff embodies the narrative that the senior pastor narrates. The 
culture of the church is thus affirmed among the committees and volunteers, and then 
lived by the congregation. 
 Due to the nature of the church and its role as a family of families, it is important 
that the senior pastor and the ministerial staff are able to function within a symbolic 
framework, even if they may not operate personally with a symbolic mental model. 
Bolman and Deal write, “Visionary leadership is invariably symbolic.”25 Symbolic 
leaders lead by example, use symbols to capture attention, discover and communicate 
vision, tell stories, and respect and use history.26 Adaptive change is led through the 
symbolic framework.  
 Those within a structural framework tend to look for a technical solution to an 
adaptive problem, which is impossible. Those within a relational framework tend to look 
toward a person to solve an adaptive problem and are inevitably let down. A pastor who 
operates within a structural mental model will lead a Session very well, but will tend to 
neglect the relationships and culture of the church. A pastor who operates within a 
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relational mental model will tend to train and empower volunteers well, but will fall short 
in providing a vision and will tend to value relationships over the administration of the 
church. Bolman and Deal continue, “Ideally, [pastors] combine multiple frames into a 
comprehensive approach to leadership. Wise leaders understand their own strengths, 
work to expand them, and build diverse teams that can offer an organization leadership in 
all . . . modes.”27 The Presbyterian system is set up nicely to have all frames integrated in 
the function of the local church. With the right kind of leadership, people can be 
mobilized for adaptive change, addressing issues of abandonment and the world beneath 
with the collective intelligence at each level, learning their way to a solution.  
 
Leading Adaptive Change 
 Leading adaptive change is often resisted. Heifetz and Laurie contend that leaders 
are usually hired because of “their competence in taking responsibility and solving 
problems. To make change happen, [leaders] have to break a long standing behavior 
pattern of their own: providing leadership in the form of solutions.”28 Leaders cannot 
solve adaptive problems for their people, any more than a doctor can quit smoking for his 
or her patient.  
 Adaptive change will cause distress, making people uncomfortable. Heifetz and 
Laurie write, “Followers want comfort, stability, and solutions from their leaders. But 
that’s babysitting. Real leaders ask hard questions and knock people out of their comfort 
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zones. Then they manage the resulting distress.”29 A leader needs to create “holding 
environments”30 where people feel the “pinch of reality,”31 but at the same time feel safe 
and supported enough to explore reality. The term “holding environment” is adapted 
from psychoanalysis, describing the relationship between a therapist and the patient. A 
person is “held” in a process of developmental learning. Creating holding environments 
provides a psychological space that is both supportive and prods the person forward, 
containing and regulating the distress that one feels in adaptive change.32  
 Since adaptive changes are something new and without easy answers, it is 
difficult to draw from past experiences. Adaptive learning does not come from 
experience but rather from reflection. The holding environment is a place where if people 
have a sense of trust in the process, then things become discussable. People rarely 
discover a problem while someone else is talking, and asking good questions allows for 
people to look for answers in their own thought processes, reflecting on the problem at 
hand. In his book, Getting Past No: Negotiating in Difficult Situations, William Ury 
explains that promoting a culture of “discussability” involves everyone in the adaptive 
challenge being “soft on the people, hard on the problem.”33  
 People will avoid a difficult problem or pretend it does not exist and ignore it. 
When tempted with avoidance, the answer is to turn up the heat a little bit, making people 
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feel the pinch of reality. The other temptation that change creates is to run away from it. 
When faced with fear, the tendency is to “fight or flight.”34 The depth of change can 
become overwhelming, and the appropriate response is to turn down the heat a little bit. 
Adaptive change will usually cause some pain, and the holding environment should be a 
place where humor and play are a part of the process because, explain Bolman and Deal, 
“play relaxes rules to explore alternatives, encouraging experimentation, flexibility, and 
creativity.”35 Motivation, passion, urgency, frustration, trust, safety, and even fun are 
words that can describe the energy created in these kinds of environments requiring 
regulation of distress. 
 
Regulating Distress 
 There are a lot of subtleties involved in leading adaptive change. Two areas of 
growth for the leader mobilizing adaptive work will be in being able to regulate grief and 
conflict. People do not fear change; they fear the loss that comes with change, and 
understanding the grieving process will help in adjusting the heat in holding 
environments.36 Also, when faced with competing commitments, it is a given that conflict 
will arise, and a leader of adaptive change can develop certain skills for dealing with 
conflict when it arises. 
 A church will often have to face some potentially uncomfortable changes in order 
to address the cultural currents of abandonment and the world beneath. Fearing the loss 
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of a narrative, traditional community, or having a change of vision, values, or practices 
will be a source of loss, leading people into a grieving process. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross 
developed the hypothesis of the five stages of grief while working with terminally ill 
patients. These stages are not necessarily complete or chronological but tend to be 
cyclical, with each leading to the next stage. The stages of grief—denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, and acceptance—can give insight into how people face loss and, 
therefore, how to manage grief in the circumstance of adaptive change.37 
 Denial can be a conscious or unconscious refusal to accept the reality of what 
needs to change. Kübler-Ross actually refers to denial as “denial and isolation.”38 This is 
part of the fight or flight instinct that people have when facing fear. The proper response 
to someone in denial is not to force reality onto the person. Sometimes denial is essential 
in order to remain sane, to experience the failure of expectations at a rate one can stand.39 
The goal is to help the person discover the truth by asking good questions. 
 Anger is a common response to the reality of loss. In the case of adaptive change, 
it is most likely going to be directed at the authority that exposes the need for change. 
Heifetz writes, “Authorities serve as repositories for our worries and aspirations, holding 
them, if they can, in exchange for the powers we give them.”40 Anger often has nothing 
or little to do with the people who become the target of the anger.41 Anger often needs a 
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target—someone to blame—and sometimes leaders need to understand that with the 
authority given comes the responsibility to accept people’s anger, not taking it personally, 
but acknowledging it without getting angry in turn. 
 Bargaining is the third stage of grief, where someone may try to “enter into some 
sort of agreement which may postpone the inevitable from happening,” writes Kübler-
Ross.42 Vision casting is important during this stage of grief. Painting a picture of a 
shared story of future love, faith, and hope in the family of God invites people to see the 
benefits and to be a participant in taking on some of the responsibility. “Webs of 
voluntary mutual responsibility” are what allow an organizational culture to move 
forward.43 
 Depression comes next, because it is natural to feel sadness, regret, and 
uncertainty as people begin to understand the unavoidability of change and the sense of 
loss or impending losses.44 Wanting to go back to the “good old days” and to hold onto 
old symbols of meaning are part of mourning; Bolman and Deal caution that if leaders 
are not careful, “acceleration in changes can cause cycles of unresolved grief.”45 A proper 
response to grief is not to try to cheer up those who grieve, but instead to look to rituals 
of loss to help them process loss and move through a period of mourning. Kübler-Ross 
writes,  
Ritual is an essential companion to significant change. . . . Transition rituals 
initiate a sequence of steps that help people let go of the past, deal with a painful 
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present, and move into a meaningful future. The form of these rites varies widely, 
but they are essential to the ability to face and transcend loss. Otherwise, people 
vacillate between clinging to the old and rushing to the future. An effective ritual 
helps them let go of old ways and embrace a new beginning.46 
 
 The last stage is acceptance, coming to terms with reality. Acceptance does not 
mean that people will necessarily be happy about adaptive change; they may or may not. 
It does mean that they are ready to accept that it is time to move forward and embrace 
what has been revealed to be the truth.  
 Along with grief, adaptive change will usually cause conflict. This happens when 
competing commitments clash. When it comes to leading adaptive change, Ury explains 
that the “goal is not to win over them, but to win them over.”47 Conflict arises when 
people are “face-to-face,” standing their ground. Facing conflict often is about reframing 
and getting people to think differently about what they want, believe, or value, requiring 
leaders to move into a “side-by-side” position.48 The way to do this best is to use William 
Ury’s strategy, which he refers to as his “breakthrough strategy.” 
 There are five steps to Ury’s strategy that point to indispensible skills that a leader 
needs to practice in order to not let conflict undo the unity that is necessary for the family 
of families. Before listing and describing the five skills, it is important to remember that 
the first responsibility of a leader is to define reality. When someone confronts leaders 
with a specific concern or when a leader needs to negotiate a conflict between others, it is 
necessary to speak the truth of what it means to be a part of the community of oneness. 
Cormode exhorts people to define the reality as such: 
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Tell yourself and those in the room (verbally and with your attitude): “This 
conflict will not undo us. Our commitments to one another—the bonds of love 
that connect us in Christ—are more important than this division. This issue is 
serious and we will deal with it without sweeping it under the rug. But we are 
strong enough as a group to learn from this moment and to grow from it.49 
 
 Speaking and modeling this reality lays a foundation for a holding environment 
where everyone involved is invited to inhabit a story, where in the end the family of 
families wins. With this in mind, working through the breakthrough strategy becomes a 
tool for adaptive change. The five steps speak to the actions of the leader when dealing 
with conflict, which are as follows: “don’t react,” “don’t argue,” “don’t escalate,” “don’t 
reject,” and “don’t push.”50 
Step one is “Don’t React; Get to the Balcony.” The first step is to take care not to 
control the other person’s behavior. It is to control the instincts of the leader. Getting to 
the balcony means a leader will take himself or herself out of the middle of the 
circumstance and “look down” on it from a third person perspective. This allows the first 
reaction to be one of getting more information. 
Step two is “Don’t Argue; Step to Their Side.” After overcoming the leader’s 
initial response, step two is to create a favorable climate by defusing the other side’s 
negative emotions—their anger, defensiveness, fear, suspicion, and hostility. The leader 
needs to remember that it is not about him or her, but about the problem. As long as 
people are face to face, they see each other as the problem. Stepping to the side of a 
person allows the two people to face the problem together instead of facing each other. 
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One steps to the side of another by focusing on listening and understanding the other 
person’s perspective. 
Step three is “Don’t Escalate; Educate.” This step is about power and authority. 
Instead of using power in the form of threats or coercion (which tend to backfire), the 
authority here reflects the servant nature that Jesus models (Mt 20:25-28). Knowledge 
and symbolic framing are used to show that there is a mutually satisfactory solution. 
Step four is “Don’t Reject; Reframe.” Rejecting a position, saying “no,” will only 
cause a person to dig in further. Instead, the goal should be accepting what is said and 
then reframing it in order to understand the “why” of what both sides want. Reframing it 
points out the ways it is moving in the right direction. 
Step five is “Don’t Push; Build Them a Golden Bridge.” Often times, the only 
thing keeping a person from agreement is that the agreement would cause a loss of face. 
Bridging the gap between other people’s interests and one’s own, and helping the others 
to get something that they want allows them to feel like it is not just their loss. Providing 
a way of retreat instead of backing them into a corner keeps them from feeling pushed 
into an agreement. 
 A leader will not be very effective mandating behavioral change.51 A leader 
addressing adaptive change is creating the conditions for people to discover the needed 
change for themselves. Managing the heat in creative ways to prevent avoidance or flight, 
creating psychological spaces for “discussability” and reflection, and addressing conflict 
and the grieving process appropriately will allow people from each framework at SCC to 
face adaptive change. Holding environments can be created to symbolically address the 
                                                
51 Heifetz and Laurie, "The Work of Leadership," 11. 
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staff, structurally address the Session and committees, and relationally address the 
volunteer teams. However, there are times when an organization will refuse to adapt, or it 
will take a long time for everyone to get on board. Leaders cannot force a technical 
change on an adaptive challenge, nor can they mandate behavioral change. If they try to 
do so, they will either lose their desired outcome or their position of leadership. 
 
Preventing Assassination 
 In mobilizing a community for adaptive change, leaders will often foster a 
necessary dependency upon themselves. Heifetz writes, “Yet to sustain adaptive change, 
the community has eventually to discover and develop its own capacity for doing work, 
including the capacity to authorize other citizens without expecting magic.”52 At some 
point, leaders who are carrying the burden of people’s distress will have to slowly give it 
back as they learn to adapt.53  
 If leaders hold people’s distress too long, they will face burn out; or, if they do not 
hold it long enough, they can face “assassination.” When it comes to adaptive change 
within the church, it is easy to become assassinated but difficult to become a martyr. 
Heifetz writes, “Martyrdom is a role reserved for charismatic authorities who are 
assassinated in the service of their cause.”54 However, no one can choose to be a martyr 
because people cannot “martyr” themselves. Even if someone sacrifices his or her life, it 
is the group that decides if he or she is a martyr. Leading adaptive change in the church 
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will probably not lead to losing one’s life, but it is possible that the distress could lead to 
losing a job.  
 Someone who is not the senior pastor or an elder on the Session needs to be 
careful to avoid getting “thrown overboard” when trying to adjust the course of ministry 
against cultural currents. “Killing the messenger” takes place when a person raises a 
difficult question that generates distress, and the distressed members turn to the pastor or 
the Session to restore equilibrium. Feeling compelled to act, the authority figure or group 
will often neutralize or silence one who has brought up the disconcerting problem.55  
 Working with each framework and each level of leadership will be important. 
Using the symbolic framework of leadership will allow leaders to provide meaning 
making, weaving stories together, so that people can reflect on what needs to change. 
Vision casting and lifting up the church as a family of families with the goal of expanding 
God’s family will help people to embody their beliefs and inhabit a story of future love, 
faith, and hope. The symbolic framework will influence and bring meaning to the 
structural frameworks of church government and the relational frameworks of member 
participation. 
 Failure is not always a sign of bad leadership. Adaptive change will be messy and 
often times ambiguous. “Inevitably,” explains Heifetz, leaders will gain understanding 
“through trial and error in action, by analyzing the sources of their wounds” while 
stumbling through adaptive change.56 In his book, Church Leadership, L. H. Weems 
writes, “There are some problems that cannot be solved; some conflicts that need to be 
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drawn out rather than eliminated . . . the leader must learn to take only the next faithful 
step—and then to reassess before taking the next faithful step after that.”57 The course 
corrections needed at SCC will be set up one step at a time while encouraging each 
member of the family of families to take the next faithful step. 
 
Course Corrections at SCC 
 In order to mobilize a church towards a more holistic praxis of adoption, the 
following people or groups must embrace the need for change: the youth pastor or 
director, the youth ministry team (including volunteers and the youth committee), the 
session (lay leadership and elders), and the senior pastor (including other church staff).58 
These are the individuals and groups that need to embody the vision of the church as a 
family of families and ministry as an avenue of adoption. There are structural changes in 
the program itself that can be made, providing some technical solutions, but the real 
changes will take place in the mental frameworks of leadership.  
 The next faithful step for SCC is to implement an adoption model of ministry and 
provide the holding environments to create discussability. There are weekly, monthly, 
quarterly, and yearly opportunities already in place to create discussability. The staff 
meets weekly, the volunteer leadership teams meet weekly, the session meets monthly, 
the youth committee meets quarterly, and at least once a year the whole leadership gets 
together for a weekend of training and team building. These designated times will be 
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where, in the short term, the reasons for a new model of ministry will be introduced, and 
in the long term, a new family adoption model of ministry can be implemented. 
 Discussability calls leaders to become “reflective practitioners” or practical 
theologians.59 Working through the praxis-theory-praxis loop of Don Browning’s 
practical theology helps leaders move from experience to reflection to new action, 
generating a cycle of reflection that forms practical reason, that when done in community 
establishes the discussability needed for adaptive change.60 The holding environments 
mentioned above are engaged in practical theology by asking some important questions: 
What is happening? Why is this happening? What ought to be happening? What should 
we do in light of what is happening?61 
 The symbolic framework of leadership will be critical in these holding 
environments. Leaders need to know what is happening concerning adolescent 
psychosocial development and today’s youth culture. They need to know about the forces 
of systemic abandonment and how they have supported the world beneath. Established 
methods of youth ministry are not working, but a vision—cast within the context of the 
church as a family of families and youth ministry as an avenue of adoption—answers the 
question of what ought to be happening. This vision lays the groundwork for the 
communal discussion of what should be done. As the leadership of SCC owns the 
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adaptive challenges they face, regulating the distress of loss and conflict become 
essential, furthering discussability.  
 There are three specific areas that need to be addressed in these holding 
environments within the next year. The first focuses on the theological current, attending 
to the need of an adoption hermeneutic. Creating a new vision and purpose statement that 
includes adoption language will be the critical change that will influence everything that 
is done within youth ministry at SCC.62 In his book, Shift: What It Takes to Finally Reach 
Families Today, Brian Haynes writes, “Strategy always flows from mission and vision.”63  
The second area that needs to be addressed is the contextual current of mobilizing 
four unique generations to integrate in their efforts to become more incarnational and 
influence the world beneath as the family of God. Leadership will need to come up with 
strategies that make the church more multigenerational. Leadership will also need to 
move the youth ministry out of the literal walls of the church.  
The third area centers on the discipleship current and increasing the adult social 
capital that equips the whole family, both spiritual and biological families, for 
discipleship. Parents need to be equipped as primary spiritual guardians of their children. 
Additionally, other adults need to see themselves as partnering with parents to help youth 
be successful in life and faith. 
 The temptation for many leaders will be to fix problems with “expert” solutions 
and make changes unilaterally from positions of authority. Adaptive challenges need to 
be mobilized and therefore owned by all the people in positions of leadership. Patrick 
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Lencioni, in his book, The Advantage, writes, “If people don’t weigh in, they can’t buy 
in.”64 With that in mind, there are some examples of what some of these changes might 
look like at SCC, but may look different after actually going through a year of 
discussability within holding environments (see Appendix B).  
 There are two examples of churches that have addressed many of these adaptive 
challenges that can guide others through this process. Brian Haynes, author of Shift: What 
It Takes to Finally Reach Families Today, shows how a church that redefines itself 
around a family ministry vision and mission might adaptively answer many of the 
challenges facing the local church. It started with a change of vision: “Our quest is to 
love God, love people, and equip the generations one home at a time.” This led to a 
unique mission: “Align the children, youth, and adult ministries along a common path of 
spiritual formation that links church and home and develops ways to equip parents as 
primary faith influencers.”65  
A second example is offered in Reggie Joiner’s book, Think Orange: Imagine the 
Impact When Church and Family Collide. Joiner explains a strategy for ministry that 
synchronizes the efforts of the church and the family to build faith in the next generation. 
The church is a light to the world and represented by the color yellow. The family is 
called to display the heart of God to every generation and is represented by the color red. 
When combined appropriately, orange happens.66  
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 Both of these examples should not be applied to a new church setting as if they 
are technical solutions to the problems facing every church. There are principles and 
values that can be incorporated into existing models, but these models will not translate 
perfectly across unique cultural communities. They are unique solutions, discovered 
through years of discussability, and through holding environments that addressed distinct 
church cultures.67 They are, however, good examples of taking healthy risks to further the 
role of family ministry. Ralph Winter states, “Risks are not to be evaluated in terms of the 
probability of success, but in terms of the value of the goal.”68 In light of the systemic 
abandonment experienced by adolescents today, there can be no greater goal than the 
family of families fulfilling its role in God’s plan of adoption, embracing individual 
stories so that they can be a part of God’s grand redemptive narrative. 
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SUMMARY AND CONLUSIONS 
 
This project started with defining the youth of youth ministry. Chapter 1 outlined 
who fits within the definition of “youth.” Youth ministry addresses the age and life stages 
of adolescents. Adolescence as a life stage was recognized about 130 years ago and 
expanded over time to have three distinct phases that range from approximately age 
eleven to the late twenties. Society has not been able to adjust quickly enough to the deep 
currents within psychosocial development that are having such a profound influence on 
adolescence. Since the goal of adolescence is individuation, which can be understood 
more fully with attachment theory, youth workers need to delve under the surface of 
adolescent behavior to the core of adolescent development. Understanding the 
psychosocial development of the youth of youth ministry reveals that they are caught in a 
developmental current that helps to maintain the present state of adolescence.  
Chapter 2 presented abandonment as the typical adolescent experience within the 
United States. Cultural changes are taking place so quickly that they cannot be measured 
or prepared for in advance. Discontinuous change has prevented many adults from being 
able to oversee who and what has the most time and influence over adolescents, creating 
the world beneath. The influence of churches in the United States has dwindled, and a 
new spirituality has emerged that does not answer the deepest longings of humanity. The 
fragmentation of society and the family created a void of adult social capital causing the 
cultural current of systemic abandonment.   
An understanding of youth provides the context for examining the ministry of 
youth ministry. An ecclesiology of the Church as the family of God was introduced in 
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Chapter 3. Each church is a family of families with a redemptive role in countering the 
cultural current of abandonment. Understanding God’s purpose for community, which is 
centered on faith in the person of Jesus Christ, provides the answer of hope that is needed 
by the world beneath. The fragmentation of families and society will find healing in the 
adoptive arms of the Church. 
Chapter 4 described how youth ministry is a unique tool in countering 
abandonment with authentic community. A brief history of youth ministry revealed how 
many models of ministry have actually added to the current of abandonment by 
segregating youth from adults. Though there is no perfect model, adoption phases of 
adjustment coincide with discipleship stages of commitment, providing a model of 
ministry that can integrate ministries with the common goal of expanding the family of 
God. The adoption model is a holistic approach that addresses stages of faith, is faithful 
to the Great Commission, provides strategic social strategies, and defines the complex 
roles that youth workers must fill.  
The tool for evaluating youth ministry models was presented in Chapter 5. 
Measuring success is difficult when there are many organic variables involved. The base 
for measurement in this tool is simply seen as movement towards either adoption or 
abandonment. This tool asks the following question: Is the theology, context, and 
discipleship of a particular youth ministry encouraging adoption or furthering 
abandonment? Several adaptive challenges facing youth ministry in general were 
exposed, and the existing model of youth ministry at SCC was critiqued, revealing some 
areas that can be improved upon. 
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 How to adjust the course of youth ministry was discussed in Chapter 6. The 
leadership models and frameworks of SCC were divulged, showing who needs to 
embrace change. The changes facing youth ministry are adaptive problems without easy 
answers, so strategies of mobilizing individuals and groups to discover solutions together 
are essential. Holding environments create “discussability” when necessary changes are 
identified within the community and its beliefs, values, purpose, narratives, and practices. 
Change can cause a sense of loss or conflict, so leaders need to regulate distress and fail 
expectations at a rate that people can stand so that authority or positions are not lost. 
 The goal of this doctoral project is to adjust the course of youth ministry at SCC. 
However, the end result is not just change for a local church youth ministry, but to also 
participate in the discussion of youth ministry challenges worldwide. The discussion 
itself really is the start of adaptive work. The cultural currents of this society have so 
much momentum that the idea of adjusting the course of cultural currents causes 
paralysis of analysis. The conversation has to start somewhere, and since youth workers 
are at the front line of engaging with youth, they have the opportunity to represent the 
Church well in reaching the world beneath with love, faith, and hope, adopting youth into 
God’s family. 	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APPENDIX A 
EVALUATION TOOL FOR MEASURING CURRENTS OF ABANDONMENT AND 
ADOPTION IN SPECIFIC MINISTRY SETTINGS 
 
 
Evaluating Theological Currents 
 
1. Is there a hermeneutic of adoption into the Family of God that takes into account the 





2. Is the Great Commission a part of the internal framework of program design – Go, 





3.Does the leadership of the ministry have abilities and/or actively pursuing skills in 





4. Is there balance in prioritizing the great purposes of the church – Evangelism, 






5. Does the theological tradition of the ministry integrate with a theology of adoption or 





  1               2                 3            Adoption 
Weak     Moderate     Strong 
Abandonment        -3              -2             -1  
Strong     Moderate    Weak     
  1               2                 3            Adoption 
Weak     Moderate     Strong 
Abandonment        -3              -2             -1  
Strong     Moderate    Weak     
  1               2                 3            Adoption 
Weak     Moderate     Strong 
Abandonment        -3              -2             -1  
Strong     Moderate    Weak     
  1               2                 3            Adoption 
Weak     Moderate     Strong 
Abandonment        -3              -2             -1  
Strong     Moderate    Weak     
  1               2                 3            Adoption 
Weak     Moderate     Strong 
Abandonment        -3              -2             -1  
Strong     Moderate    Weak     
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Evaluating Contextual Currents 
 
1. Is there an understanding of the psychosocial development of adolescents, allowing for 





2. Is there an understanding of youth culture –Discontinuous Change, Competing 




3. Is there a sense of a faith narrative that combines the past, present, and future into a 
shared story – Encountering Stories, Sharing Chapters, Joining Stories, Shared Story of 










5. Does the programming of the ministry take into account the broad social strategies that 





6. Does the programming of the ministry take into account narrow social strategies that 
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Strong     Moderate    Weak     
 173 
Evaluating Discipleship Currents 
 
1. Is there a discipleship process that guides youth into the next stage of discipleship – 





2. Is programming being implemented that addresses the faith development of youth no 






3. Is the ministry being proactive in addressing the barriers to the discipleship process – 





4. Are youth in the ministry making increasingly deeper faith commitments – to 





5. Are there opportunities for youth to fully participate as adoption agents – in Worship, 





6. How many adults are involved in providing adult social capital to youth? Which model 
more represents the desires of the ministry – 1 adult for every 5 youth or 5 adults for 
every 1 youth?  
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POTENTIAL CHANGES AT SEQUIM COMMUNITY CHURCH 
 
 
Potential Change #1: Vision and Mission 
 
 Currently Sequim Community Church is disconnected in its program ministries. 
Each department or silo has its own purpose statement. The hope would be to move 
towards an integrated vision for the whole church that would include some sort of 
adoption hermeneutic.  
 
 The current purpose statement of SCC is, “Responding to the Great Commission 
by encouraging unchurched people to join us as we become fully devoted followers of 
Christ.” This statement has been a resource for each department, but each ministry has 
come up with its own purpose statement. The Children’s Ministry claims, “Win kids to 
Christ and grow them spiritually through SHARE, CARE, and CULTIVATE” as its 
purpose. The youth ministry divides its purpose into a vision and mission statement. The 
current vision of SCC Youth Ministry is, “In response to the commands of Jesus to Love 
God, Love our Neighbor and to Go and Make Disciples, we exist as a youth group to 
Invite youth to encounter God and Disciple them in faith.” The current mission of SCC 
Youth Ministry is, “Provide opportunities to ENCOUNTER, EDUCATE, and EQUIP 
students to achieve our goal of youth who love God, love their neighbor, and make other 
disciples of Jesus Christ.” In order to avoid disconnected, silo-driven ministries, a 
potential new vision and mission for SCC could look like this… 
 
Potential new vision: “Our goal is to LOVE GOD, LOVE PEOPLE, and ADOPT 
FAMILIES into the Family of God.” 
 
Potential new mission: “Provide opportunities to BOND, BELONG, BELIEVE, and 
BECOME a part of the FAMILY OF GOD.” 
 
 This new vision incorporates the Great Commandments, the Great Commission, 
and Adoption as part of its hermeneutic. The new mission takes the stages of discipleship 
as opportunities to address levels of commitment. Sharing the vision and then adapting 
the mission to each ministry will unite all the ministries into addressing the whole family. 
The Children’s Ministry would then claim its mission as, “Provide opportunities for 
children to BOND, BELONG, BELIEVE, and BECOME a part of the FAMILY OF 
GOD.” The Youth ministry would claim its mission as, “Provide opportunities for youth 
to BOND, BELONG, BELIEVE, and BECOME a part of the FAMILY OF GOD.” With 
a common vision and mission that addresses all ages and stages of life and faith, the 
ministry at SCC could become more integrated with each ministry as an avenue of 




Potential Change #2 Focus on Family 
 
 Currently, parents are a part of the responsibility of adult ministries at SCC. 
Several times a year, the department heads get together to try and provide ministry 
opportunities for the whole family. Usually the responsibility falls upon the children’s 
director to get families together because the teenagers don’t want to participate in events 
that have young children and older generations don’t feel like they are able to fully enjoy 
a ministry opportunity that encourages participation of children since many of them no 
longer have children at home.  
 With a new vision of ministry as “Family Ministry,” every department needs to 
start to see itself as partnering with parents to help adopt their children into the family of 
families. Each department head is very capable and used to being independent in how 
they do ministry that it has become too hard to be the church as the Family of God. Since 
each department has its own committee and its own volunteer leadership teams, there is 
very little overlap in ministry opportunities. When there is overlap, it is seen as 
inconvenient and disruptive, and it stirs up competition rather than cooperation.  
 Family ministry would be more effective at SCC if there were a ministry leader 
who provided common oversight to each ministry as a Family Ministry Team. Either the 
senior pastor or a new hire needs to integrate each department into a common mission, 
with committees and volunteer leadership teams addressing unique ages and stages of 
life, but with the same goal of adopting the whole family into God’s family, and 
equipping parents as the primary spiritual leaders of their children. A good example of 
this is found in Reggie Joiner’s description of an integrated family ministry in Think 
Orange, Kindle location 2419 or page 237. 
 
 
Potential Change #3 Adult Social Capital and Incarnational Ministry 
 
 The current policy for the SCC youth leadership team is to have one adult for 
every seven youth. A philosophical change as promoted by Chap Clark (www.parenteen. 
com) is to strive for five adults for every youth. That doesn’t mean five adult volunteer 
leaders for each youth in the program. Rather, it promotes five significant adults—in the 
youth ministry, in the church, in the schools, in the neighborhood, and elsewhere—who 
will provide adult social capital to help counter the effects of abandonment.  
 A church-wide call for this kind of engagement will help each ministry (avenue of 
adoption) at SCC become more incarnational. Each ministry will start to see itself as 
partnering with people and organizations outside the church walls for the common 
purpose of helping adolescents through their individuation process. A discipleship 
process that draws each person of the church into becoming adoption agents will provide 
opportunities based on when faith maturity is reached. When the adult social capital that 
youth need share a Christian hermeneutic of adoption into God’s family, not only is the 
individuation process addressed, but the gospel of Jesus Christ is shared and lived out in 
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